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"editor's choice 

Boilvin 
Gareth Sleger 

Nearly every neighborhood has one: the derelict house. The kind 
of house that kids double-dare each other to knock on the rusted screen 
door, mothers spy on through window blinds while gossiping over the 
phone and fathers sneer at because the neglected lawn compromises 
the class of neighborhood. Most of the time, these vacant houses are 
cases of bank or government foreclosure. But to the wild imagination 
of a child, these eerie houses contain toothless axe murderers, 
cannibalistic old ladies, torture chambers, meth labs, or Boo Radley's 
evil twin. 

That formulaic creepy house in my neighborhood was located on 
the opposite side of the block I grew up on. 

The Churchill's Grove neighborhood in northwest Rockford, 
Illinois dates back to 1829, and during the Civil War was home to Camp 
Fuller, a training base for the Union Army's 74'" Regiment. Ultimately, 
Churchill's Grove developed into quite the stately neighborhood. And 
now, well-to-do American Tudor, Dutch Colonial, Edwardian, Prairie, 
and Victorian homes make-up the historic 637-acre region, which runs 
along the west bank of the Rock River. In fact, nearly two dozen of 
these homes have been deemed worthy of historic preservation. But 
not even family neighborhoods as sophisticated as Churchill's Grove 
can avoid the eventual eyesore. 

My family moved to Churchill's Grove in December of 1986 when 
my twin sister, Hannah, and I were just under three years old and my 
younger brother, Aaron, was eight months old. The two-story navy blue 

stucco house my parents bought on Post Avenue was the largest house 
on one of the largest blocks in the neighborhood. It had the roomiest 
front porch and the widest driveway leading to the biggest backyard 
on Post's 1300-block. 

The four-sided block was abstractly fashioned-almost like a 
disproportional kite-and featured an H-shaped alleyway system 
within it, separating the block into four parts. The unconventional 
layout of the block was perfect for a mischievously adventurous kid 
like me. And as the years went on, I became incredibly familiar with 
every square-foot of that alley, every crevice between garages, every 
loose fence panel, and every unlocked gate. 

In 1993, I discovered two things while exploring the alleyway: the 
abandoned house on Boilvin and that my morn had a drinking problem. 
Being a naive 10-year-old, I wasn't sure which scared me more. At the 
time, I didn't fully understand my mom's alcohol addiction. I always 
assumed that my dad would be there to fix anything that went awry 
with our family. 

One late afternoon that summer, I stumbled upon a large black 
garbage bag full of empty wine bottles behind the fence that separated 
my backyard and the alley. But these weren't the standard champagne­ 
style bottles; these were one-gallon handle jugs. The garbage bag was 
so jam-packed with these jugs, that the plastic was stretching and 
tearing from the pressure. I immediately assumed the bag belonged to 
one of two people: my maniacal next door neighbor Jesse Styles or old 
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cantankerous Buck Kuss, whom lived directly across the alley from 
me. Standing there, I never imagined that one of my parents might be 
responsible for this mass consumption. 

Yes, the pronunciation of Buck's last name was "cuss"-and it's 
almost as if he felt obligated to live up to it. He swore like a sailor with 
Tourette's syndrome. And he wasn't picky about what he cursed about. 
When it came to dropping the F-bomb, he was an equal opportunist: 
He cussed out everything from kids hitting wiffle balls into his garden 
to tree branches that extended too far into his yard. But the old man 
was a freak about keeping his property pristine, so the discarded wino 
bag-I thought-probably wasn't his. 

If anyone was a suspect alcoholic, it was Jesse. He mostly kept 
to himself. The only time I would see him was when he was reading 
stacks of foreign newspapers on his porch, tanning in the backyard 
or going for a jog-seems fairly normal, except for the fact that he 
sometimes barked like a dog at night. 

On numerous occasions, his loud, aggressive barking would awake 
my family and neighbors. Weather be damned, he would go outside to 
his front lawn, get down on all fours and just woof into the night. There 
never was a clear explanation for the strange behavior. No one except 
the police ever approached him about his canine tendency. Rumor has 
it, he once had an undisclosed job with the government. And since he 
also could speak several languages, my dad always joked that Jesse 
could bark in Japanese and German. 

My dad often made jokes when coping with tough circumstances. 
And if he didn't have a dopey joke to crack, he just didn't say much at 
all; seldom a word of comfort. When it came to coping with my mom's 
drinking, he certainly tried his best at first. But private conversations 

between him and my mom always shifted to her refusing to admit to 
her alcoholism, which, in turn, ended in shouting that rivaled Jesse's 
barking. 

Ultimately, my dad made a selfish decision that sent my mom's 
drinking, their marriage, and our house on Post into a downward 
spiral. That same summer, he firmly announced that he was going to 
take a two-year sabbatical from teaching, starting in the fall of 1994, 
to get his Master of Arts in Theater Arts at Illinois State University 
in Bloomington ... two and half hours south of Rockford. To my mom, 
Hannah, Aaron and me, that meant him making a long commute every 
day. To my dad, it meant moving to Bloomington for two years-leaving 
my alcoholic mom, who also worked as a fulltime high school teacher, 
to raise three children virtually by herself. To this day, I still can't fully 
forgive my dad for running away from my mom's addiction. 

By the time my dad made his announcement, I had already found 
empty wine jugs hidden away in the basement laundry room that 
matched the jugs from the alley. 

For the remainder of the 1993 summer, I spent much of my time 
scouting out the ominous Boilvin house with my neighbor and best 
friend Chris Gifford. It was basically a month long stakeout before we 
started fifth grade. We spent hours watching at the house, waiting for 
someone or something to come out or go in. Constantly, we would try to 
convince each other that we saw the window drapes sway or the front 
door crack open. In reality, we never saw anything except for maybe a 
bird By from the rotting roof. 

The Boilvin house consumed my thoughts at night. The stillness 
of its faded forest green painted wall panels:. the dried out yellow lawn 
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and the shadowy porch made me anxious. Regardless of what angle the 
sun was shining, the porch always looked like a deep, dark cavern. 

No, it wasn't Jesse's lunatic barking or even Buck's livid temper 
that scared me. I knew Jesse was kind of a crazy person and that Buck 
was going get plssed about everything. If anything, I found them both 
equally amusing. It was what I didn't know that had me unnerved: the 
unknown surrounding the Boilvin house. Why, if no one lived there, 
was there not a "For Sale" sign in the yard? Why were there still heavy 
drapes on the windows instead of boards? What the hell was inside? 

During the final days of our summer vacation, Chris and I would 
one-up each other with dares. We would see who could make it farthest 
up the weedy driveway before turning to run back. We didn't risk daring 
the other person to do the ultimate dare: knock on the front door. That 
required stepping into the screened-off porch, sneaking past a large 
threatening window and standing face to face with the stained oak 
door. It also meant that as soon as one of us did this, the other person 
eventually had to as well. But we were out of ways to provoke each 
other; knocking was really all that remained. 

For an entire day, we argued over who should go first. Of course, 
the on! y logical settlement we could agree on was to go up together. 
But before we could even make it past the large window, Chris swore 
he heard a noise and bolted. I ran because Chris ran. We then argued 
over who was the bigger chicken. 

School finally started and we immediately began telling friends 
about the creepy house on our block. Chris and I of course exaggerated 
the extent of our dares; like that we spent an entire afternoon hanging 
out on the screened porch. Then a fellow fifth grader, Mall McKee, 
asked "Yeah, but did you go inside?" 

Matt was the resident class clown. But he was a different breed 
of class clown, almost a borderline bully. He never gave swirlies or 
stole lunch money. Instead, he took pleasure in giving backhanded 
compliments and cleverly mocking classmates. Looking back on his 
obnoxious behavior, it seemed very developed for a fifth grader. I'd 
never met a kid with more convincing peer pressure. 

That day after school, we walked two blocks west from P.R. 
Walker Elementary down to the Boilvin house. There were four of us: 
Chris, Matt, Steven Hesselberth and me. Hesselberth was an obese 
yet confident sixth grader. We didn't even call him by his first name; 
he was just "Hesselberth." The name "Hesselberth" alone resonates 
fatness, pudginess, portliness. Even now, whenever I see an overweight 
kid, I refer to him or her as a "Hesselberth." 

We made our way around to the back of the house and found the 
backyard gate unlocked. I was surprisingly calm. Once we were able 
to push the gate open through the tall, deep weeds, we just stood there 
looking warily at the side-door leading into the garage. I genuinely 
believed there was no way we could actually get into the house­ 
that must have been the source of my composure. Then, without any 
warning, Hesselberth dropped his fat shoulder squarely into the door. 
It swung open as he stumbled in. We were all taken back, and my 
composure was washed over with uneasiness. Right away, we saw that 
the door leading into the main part of the house was-as if someone 
was expecting us-already cracked open. Forget it. I didn't want to go 
in anymore. But everyone started walking inside. I followed. I was too 
terrified to be left by myself. 

The house was absolutely filthy and smelled like the underside of 
an old, soggy rug. It was so dusty that the late afternoon sun coming 
through the blinds made the whole first floor look hazy. There was 
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no way to know when the last time someone occupied the house, but 
there were still old moldy dishes in the kitchen sink and a ratty couch 
in the living room. Other than that, there was indiscriminate rubbish 
everywhere. 

I don't recall much else from the house except going into the 
upstairs bedroom at the end of the hallway. The door was already wide 
open and there, in the back corner of the room, were piles of magazines. 
And as we walked closer, we realized they were old nudie magazines 
from the 1970's. Vintage porn was the last thing I expected to be in 
the house. Finding a headless body would have been less surprising. 
I can't remember how long we snooped around inside. It could have 
been five minutes. It could have been a half an hour. 

Walking· home, I realized that was the first time I'd ever broken into 
anything and the first time I ever saw a naked woman. That combination 
in any other circumstance would end in a restraining order. 

After the pseudo adventure inside the notorious Boilvin house, 
the intrigue wore off and life went on. My dad completed his two­ 
year MA program in 1996, my mom's drinking got worse, and shortly 
after my dad returned, they got a divorce when I was in eighth grade. 
He moved out and my mom's drinking continued to worsen. The only 
people left to confront her about the addiction were my sister, brother 
and me. But my mom's denial was as strong as her addiction. She was 
very good at hiding consumption and passed her abnormal behavior off 
as exhaustion. That's what makes addiction so difficult to comprehend; 
it's a constant struggle between will power and disease. 

I never witnessed her actually drink her poison. It was like the 
Superman effect. She would quietly leave the room and return a little 
later as a completely different person-smashed. The only evidence 

left was the empty bottle she failed to hide during her drunken stupor. 
Minutes later, she would pass out, and not awake until she had to get 
up to teach in the morning. This was the routine. This was the secret. 

My parents set up a dual custody system where Hannah, Aaron 
and I would move back and forth every three months. It was a 
dreadfully trying rotation, especially when we'd return to my mom's 
house in complete disarray. She wouldn't clean; just work, drink, 
sleep, repeat. Her house was void of any responsibility and slowly 
went to shambles. 

Despite the prevailing sentiment that most children blame 
themselves for their parent's falling out, I never did. Not once did I ever 
wonder what I could have done differently to prevent the divorce. There 
was self-pity, frustration and embarrassment, but never guilt. I always 
recognized it was my mom's alcoholism and my dad's abandonment 
behind our broken family. 

When I turned 18, I legally chose to live full-time with my dad. 
only returned to my mom's house on Post when it was absolutely 

necessary. And that was few and far between. Even my mom began 
to distance herself from the house. Just as she began hiding her 
alcoholism, she then began hiding what her house had become as 
result of her depression and addiction. 

She essentially moved into a different house with her boyfriend as 
an attempt to leave all the terrible memories behind, and her obligation 
as a homeowner. But she brought her addiction with. When I would 
see my mom, discussion about her alcoholism and her house on Post 
was always on the tip of my tongue. I loved my mom, but I hated her 
addiction more. I just didn't know how to ,::ipproach it. No one did. 
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The unspoken heartbreak of my mom's alcohol dependence made 
it hard for me to fall asleep most nights. I couldn't just lie down and wait 
for sleep to come. Thoughts of my mom's misery wouldn't allow rest. I 
needed distraction. Even now, I can't fall asleep without watching TV 
or reading a bo~k. 

Intriguing how depression is the key to self-medication. 

In the spring of 2006, after two years as a part-time clerk for 
the Rockford Register Star, I was offered a full-time assistant editing 
position on the sports desk. I quickly accepted. My first call to action 
was to move out of my dad's house. It came to my attention that a 
friend of mine, Blake Vendler, had just purchased a house and was 
looking for roommates. A couple weeks later, another friend, Anthony 
Standden, picked me up and we drove to Blake's new house. I couldn't 
help but notice the route we were taking: right through the Churchill's 
Grove neighborhood. Then Anthony turned right onto Boilvin. As 
we approached the vacant house that I broke into 13 years earlier, 
I prepared myself to tell him the story. But before I could even point 
out the house, we were in the driveway-it wasn't overrun with weeds 
anymore. Blake bought the Boilvin house? "This is the house," I 
repeated over and over. Anthony didn't understand what I meant. So 
I waited to tell the story until we got inside. And as soon as Blake 
cpened the door, I said "You know, the last time I was here, I just broke 
in through the back." 

The house no longer smelled like a musty bathroom rug, but it 
looked as if it had gone through several mediocre "flips." I couldn't 
get over my astonishment, which grew even more when I learned my 
bedroom would be the one at the end of the hallway, where the piles 
of '70s nudie magazines once were. Was I really going to sleep in the 
same room where some weird pervert stored all of his porn? Yes. I was 

too compelled not to move in. The idea of living there seemed strange, 
but I almost felt it would be sweet ironic closure to what happened 13 
years ago. Besides, I made it clear I wanted the entire room scrubbed 
down. 

Nights were restless during my first two weeks in the Boil vin 
house. For almost four years I deliberately avoided all contact with 
the childhood home that my mom drowned in alcohol. Now it was only 
a short stroll away. One pleasant summer day, I finally worked up the 
nerve to take a walk around the block and through the alleyway I once 
roamed-albeit apprehensively. I knew what I was in store for with 
every step I took closer to my mom's house on Post. 

Then there it was, the house I took comfort in as a child, peeling 
navy blue paint, rotting roof, heavily-draped windows, weedy driveway, 
shadowy porch. Derelict. 

I turned around and walked back to the Boilvin house. 
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A Reflection on Becollling 
Anne Oarfler 

My socialization as a girl and woman happened through observation. 
curiously and silently watched my mother, my grandmother, my 

cousins, and my friends. I watched them at family gatherings, birthday 
parties, malls, and in school halls. I gathered information on this 
thing I was turning into while secretly listening from the darkened 
kitchen stairs. Watching and listening at gatherings I witnessed female 
interaction and sought access to the woman world. My mother did not 
show me the way. My mother walked ahead of me and let me follow 
two and a half steps behind. I'm not convinced she even knew I was 
there. Sometimes I was told I was not welcome in this world. I was 
still a child. It remained a mystery for a good portion of my young 
life. Since I did not have access to the conversations and rituals of 
womanhood that occurred behind closed bedroom doors while the men 
sat outside drinking beer, the most fruitful place to listen and watch . 
was at showers, bridal and baby. 

I remember being a curious pre-adolescent at my cousin's bridal 
shower, longing to be one of the women, fantasizing about uttering 
something so mature and witty that the women could not resist 
throwing their heads back and laughing. The sort of response elicited 
when women disclose wise or provocative truths about husbands and 
children, or the general tortured state of being a woman. I sat on the 
floor, legs carefully tucked under my flowery dress, at the foot of the 
creamy white leather ottoman in my grandmother's elegant home. The 
ladies sipped fizzy, pink, champagne punch out of carefully balanced 
crystal glasses while the bride opened gifts. Back then bridal shower 

gifts were not selected from lengthy, barcode registries. Bridal gifts 
were for the bride. Woman to woman, here is my gift for you. You are 
entering a transformative ritual and this is what I give you to help you 
on your way. Not, "Here is that stainless steel toaster you wanted." 

I sat eagerly trying to understand what exactly the meaning of 
all this was. What was the real point to have all these women here 
with punch and melt-a-way mints? The women filled out cards with 
advice, or maybe they went around and verbally gave their advice. 
They talked about the honeymoon with bright, mischievous eyes. My 
mother's advice: "Condoms, condoms, condoms!" She grinned and the 
other women laughed and laughed. I did not know what this meant. 
Nor dared I ask. 

Recently, a pregnant friend's house was crowded with dozens of 
women, white, Latina, young and single, middle-aged and divorced, 
especially young mothers wanting to get their two cents in to the 
expectant mother so she doesn't have to go through quite the same 
degree of raw emotional exposure they did. We ate pasta salad and 
cookies, and politely mingled. We ran our fingers over delicately 
crocheted infant gowns from Puerto Rico and nodded our approval to 
the Diaper Genie and Onesies. We sniffed and guessed at guava and 
mango baby food. Then we played "dress the baby." 

Two mothers raced to dress two infant dolls in various 
accoutrements. They stood side by side at the kitchen island with all 
eyes scrutinizing their diapering and dressing skills. Angle the shirt 
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hole over the head and slip socks on tiny plastic feet. Lucky for the 
contestants, these babies do not squirm, kick, scream, or poop. A 
twelve year old girl competed with a young woman as a younger five 
year-old girl stood front and center staring up at the excitement with 
near rapture. T\e activity filtered into her mind and crystallized. "This 
is what women do. Women love babies. Women dress babies." 

Inside I deflated as I considered the message this young girl was 
receiving. What are we teaching her? Look how ridiculously excited 
we are to clothe this doll-baby! One day you can do it, too! If you 
practice and hope, you will have one of your very own to snap up In 
cotton, to which you can devote yol!r time, your stamina, and soul. 
Then, I caught myself. I caught myself assuming that we should know 
better than to take pride in our work. I caught myself devaluing all the 
effort I have put into the last eight years of my own children's lives. 
I caught myself devaluing the sweaty, disgusting, bitter and reducing 
work of all the women in this room. The very work that binds us. 

I was not told how to be a woman. Rather the unspoken gestures; 
the lipstick and the cooking and the dresses; the comparisons and 
the stories permeated the becoming. Young girls soak in the sound of 
women together without yet understanding the pain and joy that will 
one day make them laugh and laugh. 
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Dire Wolf 
Stephan Mavrick 

How fucking stupid? I'm talking major league stupid. I've done 
minor and bush league stupid before, but now I'd finally made it to 
the big dance. There I was, four thirty in the morning, hugging a soggy 
log and shaking so hard that my teeth were rattling in their sockets. 
Surrounded by four feet of water that was just warm enough to avoid 
freezing, I was soaked to the pockets, and as I sat there hugging my 
knees I felt icy water running in rivulets down my thighs and into 
the crack of my ass. I could feel my core cooling ... it was slow at first 
but then the drop in temperature seemed to gain momentum. I hadn't 
been able to feel my toes for nearly eight hours and I checked them 
periodically to see if any had turned black. Even my breath came out 
cool as I exhaled. I nodded off from time to time, once nearly dunking 
myself headlong into the flood. I cursed myself once more for my 
stupidity and resituated myself. 

Just hours earlier, I had been running along the trails chasing 
deer. They teased me, running almost up to meet me; then we'd stop 
and look at one another. I could almost see playfulness in the deer's 
eyes as they started and bounded away, not so far or so fast as to lose 
me, but just enough to set me in pursuit of them once more. For part of 
the evening I was merely shadowed down the trails by shaggy yearlings, 
holding half a conversation as we went. I wondered what they would 
say if they would only answer me. Other hikers would cross our path 
sometimes driving my companions bouncing into the forest until all 
that was visible were white tails seeking refuge among the trees. When 
the interlopers left, then my companions would return. Dutifully they 
paced my progress from just off the trail. From time to time I'd take 
a break to smoke. As I made my preparations they'd circle closer, 
probably wondering what I was doing. As I puffed on a butt they would 

stand just out of range of the smell to wait, like I was their tour guide 
and they were lost without me. I'd finish my smoke and the tour would 
continue. 

It became clear that I was off of the route when my companions 
headed away from me. They stopped every few feet to look at me, 
inviting me to not do something stupid. As I left the last two of them 
behind, they stared after me, tempting me back to the safe path, away 
from the watery torment which I later found myself taking refuge from 
on an eight inch wide fallen tree, sitting four inches above the water 
and two feet from hell. 

It all began with stubbornness. I'd made good time, covering 
about two miles of bog in forty minutes. My feet were still dry at that 
point, but that would change very soon. I had foolishly believed that 
I could shadow the flooded trail and make my way around the water 
logged path. 

That's when it began; I stepped ankle deep into the water. Pulling 
it free immediately I found that it had not soaked through once 
submerged. I stopped and looked around and could not honestly say 
where I had come from. By this point it seemed (and I stress the word 
seemed) that it would be better to push on than to turn back. This is 
the part where (regretfully) I got clever. It was clear that I was going 
to get wet at some point, so deciding that the rest of the walk after the 
water hazard would be closer to comfortable with dry feet, I took off 
my socks and shoes. 

Let me take a moment right here to explain some things: First, 
this was early March, just outside of Chicago and the high temperature 
that day was about forty degrees (practically a fucking heat wave, all 
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things considered). Second; it had been snowing then raining for the 
previous three months. Not only was there far more melt water than the 
underground water table could contain, but after the initial flooding it 
had rained (hard) for a week. Not only was the water high, it was cold. 
Now that you have these facts let me just go on to point out that for one 
reason or another, these facts totally eluded me as I asked myself; how 
far could the flooding go on for? Let me tell you that I waded through 
that freezing muck for at least five miles. 

Then it was too cold. Every forty yards or so after that I had to haul 
myself up onto a fallen tree; scrambling with numb naked feet onto 
logs and even into low trees. Once up I would start rubbing down my 
calves and feet, giving specific attention to each toe, not going on until 
I had restored feeling to my legs. By that point the only semblance of 
dry ground was the interwoven web work of fallen timber that created a 
series of bridges that led to nowhere. With every back-cut that I made 
my hope of making it to the edge of the forest shrank. 

At some point, shadowing the trail no longer seemed like such 
a good idea. My legs were going numb faster and my ability to warm 
them had been gradually diminishing. I found myself out in the.middle 
of a seemingly endless watery expanse; without options for respite from 
the wet and cold, I began to shake violently. My breath began coming 
in short heavy gasps. My mind began to shut down. The only thing that 
1 could think was that I needed to be out of the water. Icy hands crept 
up my legs like Death's bony fingers. My vision tunneled and I started 
to panic. Hypothermia was setting in. Then my eyes locked a tree with 
a fork in the trunk just a couple of feet out of the water. Without a 
thought, I ran up the trunk of the tree, gripping at the ridges in the 
bark with my fingers and letting it cut into my feet (which by this point 
had about as much feeling in them as a couple of pork chops). I shot up 
the side of that tree like a cat with a firecracker tied to its tail. 

As I situated myself, I once more began to review my options. 
They hadn't changed. My options were still; stay there and bemoan 
my own stupidity and my lousy lot in life until hypothermia took my 
consciousness and the cold took my life, or I could push on (as hopeless 
as that seemed) and make it out of that mess, probably in a physically 
damaged state. The only thing that seemed sure in the whole situation 
was the probability of death. These were not pleasant options, and 
reviewing them made me despair; but the simple logical constructs 
that I had to use in order to lay them out kept panic at bay. No matter 
how bad the options the only real hope that I had was to keep my head. 
Panic would ultimately equal death. 

The sky was turning pink. This brought on fresh waves oflow grade 
panic. Certainly if the sun went down on me while I was soaked to the 
balls with the frigid flood waters of the DesPlaines River, I'd never 
see another dawn. Panic gave way to urgency once I'd articulated this 
thought and I set out again; for the first time without feeling in my feet. 
That leg of the trek didn't last long. By some trick of the river's route or 
of my own reeling senses I was clearly headed toward the river again. 
The waters became noticeably colder with every step, and each step 
became more unsure and labored. I took my only option for safe haven. 
I clambered up onto a moss covered log that seemed utterly saturated; 
clearly it had been submerged more than once. 

That log; my bed for the night, and quite possibly my funeral 
palette, sat no more than four inches out of the water and couldn't 
have been eight inches wide. It lifted from the forest floor on the rising 
flood waters and wedged against a young tree that after several failed 
attempts I found that I could not use to get any further from the soup 
that surrounded me. I couldn't remember dry or warm, or even my life 
before this misery. 
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I took off my jacket and wrapped it around my feet and lower legs 
providing them with a wind break at least. I settled back and lied to 
myself. "Just a few minutes rest, I'll head out again soon; I just need 
to warm up." In truth, I knew that there was no way that I was going 
to be warm again, short setting myself on fire. I watched helplessly as 
the pink tones of the sky deepened to red. The day sighed and left me 
to my fate as the sun finally finished its descent beyond the horizon. 
Would I ever see it again? I thought not. Worse than death it seems, is 
the anticipation of certain death. 

My efforts had brought me as far as this soggy palette, and they 
wouldn't get me any further without some sort of help. So I sat and 
pondered at what was to be done. After an hour with no sun, and 
the increasingly cold air being pushed off of the river, into my face 
and down my shirt, I decided that that log would be my final resting 
place. 

Finally, I gave into my urges and pulled a pack of cigarettes and 
a lighter out of my still dry breast pocket. Fully aware that nicotine. 
constricts blood vessels and would therefore assist the cold and the wet 
in their deadly work. I lit up anyway. I was beyond hope. I hadn't given 
myself up for dead, but by that point I was certain that I was fighting 
a losing battle. The end seemed certain and that may have helped 
me to struggle on. If only death is certain, then the only decision that 
the doomed have left is how they meet the end. I refused to lovingly 
embrace death when he arrived and willingly accompany him on to 
Hell. When he showed up, he was going to have a fight on his hands. 

Once I decided that I wasn't leaving my log for the night, I decided 
to put my shoes back on. At that point I was actually pleased that my 
feet were bare, because I found that once I untied my shoe laces which 
had been hanging around my neck ... that they were dry on the inside. I 

actually smiled. I lit my lighter inside of them and held it there for as 
long as I could stand to, then I pulled them on as quickly as I could. 
There was no affect. I felt nothing on my feet by this time; it felt as 
though novacain had been shot into my legs. I started picturing myself 
as a paraplegic, stuck in a wheelchair for the rest of my life. Suddenly 
I wasn't so sure that I wanted to survive. I halted this train of thought 
at the platform, reminding myself that I wasn't going to make it anyway 
and I was only not drowning myself for show (suicide is for pussies). 

Again I smoked. I had pulled my arms inside of my sweatshirt to 
try to preserve some measure of warmth and was smoking my cigarette 
without taking it out of my mouth. Once I was done with it I simply spit 
it out. Again I began shuttering uncontrollably. I dipped my face into 
my shirt and breathed hard, trying to warm that small space with my 
breath to no avail. I tried my lighter instead. 

I basked momentarily in the heal of the flame until I burned my 
thumb and let the light go out. I considered rationing the fluid, but 
my immediate need overrode any logic that remained at my disposal. 
Again I lit the lighter... and again ... and again. The rising heat from 
the tiny flickering flame warmed my face and neck. I smiled, a genuine 
childish smile. I pretended that once I lifted my head again that I 
would be somewhere dry, warm, and safe. I knew this wasn't true, so I 
lit the lighter again and again, trying hard to hang on to the small piece 
of hope and sanity that remained to me. I rocked back and forth trying 
to create some small measure of body heat with the motion. My entire 
world became what was inside of that sweatshirt with me; it extended 
no farther than four inches from my nose ... and I was well pleased with 
my domain. Despair had disappeared as had thoughts of home, rescue 
or most anything else. I believe that I touched madness shortly after 
that; my lighter ran out of fluid. 
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The cold overtook me fast after that. Within an hour the only thing 
that I could feel in my legs was the pain in my joints from sitting 
cross-legged for so long. Had I not been ten hours without a drink of 
water, maybe I would have been able to cry. As ridiculous as it may 
sound, one mus; remember that this was flood water from a river that 
runs through suburban Chicago (maybe I was just lost in the suburbs 
but this story , if nothing else, should be proof that fatal stupidity can 
happen anywhere). I didn't dare drink from the river. I was perched 
atop a soggy log, water as far as the eye could see, and there's me 
drying out like a prune (water, water everywhere and not a drop to 
drink). 

I went through my options once more and decided that I wasn't 
going to make it out of there on my own power before sunup, and I 
had long since given up on ever seeing the sun again. I began talking 
to God ... begging him to end my suffering. I wasn't looking for angels 
to come from on high and whisk me away to warmth and safety. I 'was 
begging for death. It had become clear to me that survival was the 
smallest of possibilities, if it was still one at all ... so if Death was going 
to come, could God not send him now? 

Then my own words came back to me. I'd spent countless 
breaths on complaints about my life; its emptiness, its loneliness, the 
&bandonment that I felt, the abuse that I'd endured; the lies, the hate, 
and the absolute lack of respite from everyday horrors that seemed to 
bombard me minute by minute some days. Life's little indignities that 
piled high time after time, until they came crashing down to bury me. 
There had been countless times that I had wished for death, and now 
that it confronted me, I wanted nothing to do with it. "I want to live!" I 
yelled "I still have too much to do with this fucking life! I refuse to die 
here! I WANT TO LIVE!" 

I began to call out for help. I'm not sure what it was exactly that 
I was expecting ... but that was my last logical option. By that point I 
was clenched up and curled as closely to into a ball as I could possibly 
get on my soggy stretcher. I called out until my throat was raw, and 
then I continued until my throat refused to cooperate any further. 
Consciousness left me shortly after my voice did. 

I awoke to the graying sky of pre-dawn. It made me giddy. I had 
never thought that I would see the sun again. When I tried to sit up 
though, my happiness was tempered by reality. My joints had locked 
in my sleep. My torso (which had been, until I passed out, the only 
relatively dry part of my body) was soaked because my sweatshirt had 
wicked up the moisture from the log and now I was thoroughly soaked 
from head to toe. 

With no small amount of effort I struggled to my feet clinging to 
the young tree that my bed was wedged against. The seeds of hope that 
had been planted at sunrise had sprouted into saplings as I gained my 
feet. My short survey of my surroundings however plowed them under. 
When I could see nothing that seemed promising I looked up instead 
and surveyed the treetops, determining that in the direction of the 
rising sun was where the tree line ended soonest. Unable to support 
my own weight, I clutched that tree, swaying and trying to clear my 
mind. 

I tried to talk myself out of getting back into the water, tried to 
rationalize sitting longer on the log. It nearly worked too. My body was 
wracked and shuddering, my feet and legs were bruised and bloodied 
from wild runs from haven to haven. In mid-excuse I jumped back 
into the flood, neutralizing any further argument that I might present 
myself with. 


