
In a Place Where Everyone Was Empty

I grew up poor in a place where almost everyone was wealthy, child of salt water and sand. Declared I 
wanted nothing to disguise my coveting, armored myself in leather to protect myself, tattooed Clash 
lyrics to my skin. In retrospect, it was never the baubles I wanted, the surfboards and video games and 
automobiles. It was the freedom I envied, the innocence of never fretting a missing meal, of being able 
to travel without sacrificing bits of bone to the gravel, of not understanding death all. I grew up empty 
in a place where everybody else was empty, but that wasn't visible from my vantage. All of us 
swallowed salt water. All of us nearly drowned. Horatio Alger is standing behind me, arms folded, 
telling me that I should be happier than they are now, that mine was supposed to be a story of hard 
work triumphing over indolence. It doesn't really work like that, though. Sometimes the broken 
remain broken. I am happier than some I knew as a child, less so than others. Some of them have 
become so beautiful they radiate from a country away. Some have become drunken shambles. Some 
are dead now, and at least one took a turn so dark we don't discuss it in public, save to say I only knew 
her slightly, yet sometimes I cry for her and what she's lost to a blackening sky. How do we compare 
lives so greatly diverged when we're ignorant of what demons each other are facing? That we're told to 
do so was just the first of many lies we need to unravel and unlearn.
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