
Chapter 1

That motorcycle noise from that neighbor behind the house, across the backyard, woke 
him into a headache.  What time could it be?  Max felt like he could be dead, or on his way to his 
death.  His left eye discerned the number 12 on the digital clock and closed again.  It would be 
one of those days, the day after too much drinking, something he had vowed to never repeat 
again.

Responding to the need to pee, he got up, got dizzy.  Sat down on the edge of the bed, to 
start slowly again, spreading his arms to reach for support from a chair, a desk, the door frame.  
Lowered the seat down on the toilet and sat on it, relieving himself, taking a deeper breath.  His 
anus was irritated, and when he looked down at the blood drops in the toilet, he said “oh, no!”  
But he went back to bed without a thought about what could have caused the bleeding.  Or how 
he could have been in this state at all.  It felt good to lie down again.

It would be a Coke day, he started thinking after a few minutes, warm Coke.  It worked 
wonders on hangovers, he believed.  But he didn’t have any, here in this house, Paul’s house in 
fact, where he rented a room and one cupboard and one quarter of the refrigerator.  The  second 
attempt at getting up caused him to run to the bathroom to empty his stomach.  He tried to chase 
the acid taste in his mouth by brushing his teeth.  Perhaps he could get rid of the headache with 
Aspirin, or Tylenol, or whatever that he didn’t have in this bathroom.  “Get Coke,” he said to 
himself, returning to the squalor of his usually tidy room, opening a drawer for a white t-shirt, 
the little closet for an old pair of jeans.  He searched the pants on the floor for his wallet, but 
found nothing.  He searched the rest of the room for his wallet, still nothing.  He had a few $20 
bills in a drawer, reserved for emergencies, that he put in his pocket.

He descended the stairs carefully, holding himself on the old railing.  The street outside, 
when he opened the door, was noisy, noisier than usual.  He walked to the corner of the street to 
find Coke in the little grocery store.

“Coke and Tylenol,” said the guy behind the counter, “sounds like a hangover.”  Perhaps 
he had figured it out from Max’s haggard look.

Max said nothing.  He only wanted to take a sip of the Coke, to figure out how to open 
the child-proof, the everyone proof medicine bottle, and take two.  Sitting on the bench outside 
the store, ignoring the incessant green to red to green rotation of the traffic lights causing the 
incessant braking and roaring and blowing of horns that was so characteristic of his city life, he 
closed his eyes and breathed.  Something had happened that voices in his head weren’t too happy 
about, but what?  Obviously he had drunk too much the night before, but this time he could not 
even remember how it had started.  He had promised himself to stay sober as much as possible, 
especially…

“Oh, shit,” he said out loud.  He had not showed up at work, and his shift was nearly 
finished.  He was certain to have lost his job.  But now the Coke had provoked a few burps and 
the need to return to the bathroom, and from there to his bed.
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He was awake in bed when he heard Paul returning from work.  It took only a minute 
before his landlord knocked at the door.

“Hi Max,” said Paul, entering the room.  “How is it going?”

“Not very good,” said Max.  “Hung over, I guess.”

Max knew this would not go too well with Paul, who insisted on cleanliness and 
correctness.

“I know.  A good Samaritan took you in, last night.  At 3 AM.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Looks like you had passed out, on the sidewalk.”

“Really?  I have no idea what happened.”

“This guy recognized you, he knew you lived here, so he carried you in.  Strong guy, 
Dave he said his name was, lives three houses down from here.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I don’t know what to say,” said Paul.  “You’re a mess, your room is a mess…”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, just try to avoid drinking binges.”  Paul had taken a stern air.  Paul had 
had his own problems with alcohol in the past and sworn it off.  “If you ever want to come to an 
AA meeting, let me know.  I can help you.”

“OK.”

Paul left the room and closed the door.  It was dark already.  The day had passed 
imperceptibly.  Max rose from his bed and opened the door.

“Paul?  Have you seen my phone?  My wallet?”

“No,” said Paul.  “I tried to call you all day but you never answered.”

Max sat on the bed, aware that his wallet and phone had been lost or stolen.  Perhaps that 
was all that had happened, someone had knocked him down and taken everything he had.

“Shit.”

Max went downstairs to ask Paul if he could use his phone to call the bank and cancel his 
ATM card.

“Let’s hope it resurfaces,” said Paul.  “Let’s hope it hasn’t been used.”
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According to the bank, the card had been used to buy computer equipment in the 
morning, and the account balance was now $51., Max’s savings wiped out.  He wouldn’t be able 
to pay Paul for the month’s rent.

“You need to make a police report,” said the bank agent.

“You need to make a police report,” said Paul.  “And you know, the bank has to refund 
you, anything over $50 I think.”

“You messed up,” said Max to himself.  “Look at what you did.  This can’t be fixed.  
You messed up.  You lost your job, your savings, your room,…”

“OK, OK,” said Max, walking out of the house.

“I can help you, if you want,” said Paul, but he was glad his words had bounced on the 
closed door.

“Back on the street,” said Max to himself.  “Back to square one.”

It was a year and a half since he’d been pushed out of his parents’ house by his father, 
who’d had enough of this son who couldn’t finish High School, couldn’t get a job, couldn’t play 
sports, wouldn’t join the army or the navy, couldn’t live normally like most sons.  He, 
apparently, had been the cause of his father’s alcoholism, his mother’s aging and weight gain.  
He had in turn pushed his father to the brink of bankruptcy (his father spending most of his 
paycheck at the bar).  Now, Max had pushed himself on the street, in the city that had become a 
shelter for his kind...  He had had many chances given to him, but obviously he had been unable 
to do anything to prove that he could live a productive, independent life.

On 14th Street he had a choice between uphill and downhill.  Uphill led to Market Street, 
and the Castro starting with Church Street and the Safeway.  There he would only encounter 
more proof of his failure.  Plus, it was uphill.  He let himself go down the street towards the 
Mission, but without a destination in mind.

The anger in him pushed him against the cold and humid wind easily traversing the 
cotton of his t-shirt.  “Take this, and walk,” sounded a voice in his head.  “Take this.”

Take this, and eat it, for it is my body…

Where to go?  There was Valencia Street, already busy with people returning from their 
downtown jobs on bicycles and in cars.  Down to the right were the nice boutiques and 
restaurants, the playground of the young, mostly straight crowd.  Up to the left, the squalor of a 
freeway overpass and Market street.  There was a path between buildings to Octavia Street, filled 
with cars hurrying to the freeway.  He stood at the corner, against a cold pole, drowning in the 
nothingness of the traffic.  Cross Market Street?  Ignore the red light?  Hoping for the 
randomness of distracted drivers to decide whether he should survive this?

There was much honking, and even yelling from a bicyclist who had to avoid colliding 
with the wayward pedestrian.  The voice in his head became more stern, advocating a more 
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certain death.  It didn’t want to leave a pathetic message to friends (were they friends, after all?), 
and certainly not to parents, who had made it clear they wouldn’t care one way or another.  This 
was between the two of them, both in this body’s head, one waiting for the other to make a more 
definitive plan for the end.

“Of course, you wouldn’t be able to kill yourself if it involved a minimal amount of pain.  
Seppuku is out, that’s for sure.  What about sleeping pills?”

He walked past the LGBT center, certain that nothing and nobody in the building could 
come to his rescue.  There was a volunteer receptionist, and some people there who waited for 
their meeting.  He remembered coming there to find out about gay life – what was it, after all – 
and finding that it was just meetings and activities, a bit like everywhere else in the world, 
meetings and activities in the basement of a church or at the municipal recreation center.

Already exhausted from his walk, he needed the extra sugar and caffeine from another 
Coke.  He enjoyed the anonymity of the drugstore, the futility of all the plastic products offered 
on the shelves.  Perhaps he could be kind to himself, for once, and go back to sleep.

“Did you file that police report?” said Paul when he entered the house.

“What?  Oh, no.  Tomorrow, I guess.  I’m really tired, I need to sleep.”

He fell asleep and woke up at 3 AM, wondering what, exactly, had happened in the past 
24 hours.  There was nothing to be proud of, he realized.  He had returned to a state of emptiness 
that seemed to be his true nature.

“I can fight this,” he told himself.  He had discovered, in a similar state of depression 
many years ago, that he had found clarity in running to exhaustion.  He could do the same now, 
perhaps run a little harder as if he had been ordered to it by a drill sergeant in the army his 
parents would have been happy to see him join.  He put his running shoes on at the bottom of the 
stairs and left the house into the dark and quiet city.

He ran up the street to Market Street, crossed it to follow Duboce to the top of the hill.  
Exhausted, he insisted to give his heart and legs another hit to the top of Buena Vista Park where 
he collapsed on the ground, crying.  He had finally undone himself.  There was nothing else for 
him to do in this world.
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