
I Wish I Had a Camera 

“I wish I had a camera,” I said in reaction to the seemingly thousands of birds 
perched on the power-lines running parallel to the Detroit House of Corrections.  
 
How could I write about them without coming off cliché, without sounding 
“cheesy” while writing about the juxtaposition of flight and imprisonment?  
 
I knew a picture would be the only way to capture the moment.  
 
I couldn’t write about it, I’d only abstract it…by changing the time of day or 
season, by ignorantly using my limited knowledge of birds to name them 
incorrectly, by calling them cardinals or blackbirds.  
 
Or by not making them birds, at all.  
 
By changing them to pumpkins or tigers, or making the prison a carnival.  
 
On Haggerty Rd was a dump that housed old concession trailers, large rusted 
boxes advertising corn dogs, funnel cakes, and elephant ears.  
 
That’d make a great setting for a poem!  
 
“I wish I had a camera,” I said, and asked KT whose permission I’d need to be 
granted access into the decrepit, condemned prison.  
 
KT assumed the institution was maximum security, “Because of all the 
concertina wire,” she said, and I laughed at her choice of words – “Razor-wire, 
you mean?”  
 
Concertina didn’t sound like something created to tear human skin, it sounded 
too sweet, like Italian spun sugar.  
 
I imagined the inmates licking their way to freedom – the fence melting on their 
tongues.  
 
“I wish I had a camera,” I said, curling my fingers into the fence, momentarily 
unclear upon which side of it I stood. 



Shoot 

I heard the unmistakable crack of a .22 and then a crash as a well -fed grey 
squirrel fell from its tree.  

I saw a neighbor in his backyard, reclined in a chaise-lounge, beer in a can cozy, 
rifle across his lap.  

I gave him an informal salute and he raised his beer and took a long, satisfied 
drink.  

It was nice to see that I was not the only one on the block who had been 
thinking about sniping the little bastards that had begun to overrun our yards, 
but when I initially suggested it to KT, she tersely refused, if for no other reason 
than not wanting a gun in the house.  

“But I have three back in Wisconsin,” I said.  

“Well, keep ‘em there,” she replied.  

“And I have at least two more that I’m inheriting.”  

“Sell ‘em!” she suggested, and her words cut deep.  

My rifles held far too much sentimental value.  

To sell them would be like selling my own grandfather, the man who had bought 
them for me, and who was the closest thing to a father I had ever known.  

Granted, it had been nearly fifteen years since I last picked up a gun, but the 
point of hunting, for me, had never been to actually kill anything, but the time 
spent alone with the one and only man I ever, truly loved, and I rarely fired my 
rifle.  

My first kill, in fact, had little to do with my grandfather, but rather was a direct 
result of the coercion of my uncle, my grandfather’s brother, who was less 
interested in things such as bonding and the beauty of nature than bloodshed.  

While at a family picnic, my uncle spotted a groundhog and, before I knew it, a 
rifle had been placed in my hands.  



My grandfather told me not to do it, but his brother urged me on, and so I 
pulled the trigger, blowing off the back of the groundhog’s skull.  

My uncle immediately sicced his dog on the groundhog’s warm carcass and, for 
the remainder of lunch, we ate our potato salad and bratwursts while my 
uncle’s dog lapped at the wound on the groundhog’s head and crunched on its 
bones.  

“I hate you!” KT hissed at a squirrel no more than three feet away from us and 
threw a rock that failed to deter it from digging in our yard.  

In the distance, my neighbor raised his gun and, again, I saluted – the sign for 
him to shoot.     



The Trigger 

At the edge of the forest was a 9-hole golf course where an elderly man in an 
orange baseball cap walked alone upon the manicured fairway. He approached 
his ball, a spot of white among the green, retrieved his club of choice, took his 
time lining up, and swung. The sharp whip of air and the tick of the club striking 
the ball punctuated the silence. My stomach churned with anxiety. I had 
unintentionally discovered the golf course while taking a walk, but now it felt 
premeditated. As the old man followed his ball, I walked parallel to him through 
the forest. Not once did he look my way or give any sign that he was aware of 
my presence, but soon I wished that he had. I wished that he would turn and 
acknowledge me, so I could give up my game, walk back to the car, and go 
home. But he didn’t. I put my left hand in the  pocket of my flannel jacket and 
contorted it into the shape of a pistol. It was only my hand, but the adrenaline 
coursed through my body. I raised my arm and aimed for the old man’s head, 
his orange baseball cap. Again, he stopped in front of his ball, withdrew the 
proper club, and lined up. It was the perfect shot, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t 
pull the trigger. 



Then I… 

I read Steve Martin’s Born Standing Up, which lead me to The Autobiography of 
Lenny Bruce, and eventually Richard Pryor’s Pryor Convictions, the purest and 
rawest of all comedy books I had read, thus far.  

Actually, fuck that, it was one of the rawest books I had ever read, period.  

But what stood out most about the book, more than anything else, wasn’t even 
a part of the text.  

It was an arrow, a simple black arrow that some previous reader had scribbled 
in the margins that pointed to the one and only underlined sentence in the 
entire book.  

“Then I stabbed the white motherfucker in the back six or seven times.”  

Clearly, this one sentence had impacted someone enough to cause him to 
underline it, to mark its significance for all future readers to see.  

Why, exactly, he had done so I would never know, but it seemed to serve its 
purpose.  

Did it prevent me from reading on?  

No.  

Did it change the way I perceived the book?  

Absolutely not.  

But it was the first thing I would remember about the book when I thought back 
upon it.  

That and the phone number inscribed in red ink on the title page.   

Of course, when I first discovered the phone number, my instinct was to call it, 
and I managed to not do so for a couple weeks, but I eventually gave in.  

I simply could not resist.  



I had no real, let alone logical, reason to do so, other than simple curiosity, but 
that was reason enough.  

I took into consideration that maybe, just maybe, the phone number belonged 
to the family whose garage sale I had purchased the book from, but the area 
code was not local, and after I took the time to look it up I found out that it 
belonged to a phone number in Davenport, Iowa.   

And so I decided to call.  

And when the man on the other end answered with a standard, nondescript, 
“Hello?” I politely apologized for wasting his time and hung up.  

The moment was unextraordinary, to say the least, and it left me feeling 
unfulfilled, and I questioned why I had even called.  

I didn’t know what I had expected to happen, but whatever it was it didn’t 
occur, which left a rather sour taste in my mouth.  

And so, when I called back the very next day, I was prepared.  

I had rehearsed my line.  

And when the man, who I assumed was the same man from the day before, 
answered his phone I said with deliberate authority, “Then I stabbed the white 
motherfucker in the back six or seven times,” then I hung up the phone and 
waited for him to call me back.      

Which he never did.     



The Odor 

The odor was stuck in my sinuses and on the back of my tongue. It burned my 
throat and made my temples throb. The air smelled like cancer. That was the 
only way to describe it.  

“What the fuck are they doing out there?” I asked my students, the few who 
were actually in attendance, as I entered the classroom, and the shock that 
registered on their faces was priceless.   

After class was dismissed, and I stepped out into the morning light, I found 
myself standing next to an industrial-sized dumpster filled with roofing 
materials, and a man with a respirator who was filling, shovel by shovel, a 
portable incinerator with the toxic scraps his coworkers had pulled off the 
building in which I taught. 

Plumes of thick yellow smoke poured from the pipe atop the incinerator, and 
my initial reaction was the asinine, yet powerful, urge to scale the incinerator, 
wrap my chapped lips around the searing hot mouth of the black metal pipe, 
and suck as hard as I could.  

Of course, I didn’t do it. As I walked past the incinerator, I didn’t even give it a 
second thought. But this was the type of desire I resisted every moment of my 
life. 



Such a Good Boy 

I used the nine hour drive to steel my emotions.  

To help cope, I cued up my iPod and hit “shuffle,” essentially creating an instan t, 
nonstop mixtape of stand-up comedy.  

These were all bits that I had listened to, laughed at, studied and obsessed over, 
time and time again, but never before had I used them as such pure therapy.  

I barely laughed once, but I often began to cry amid the pauses, when I was 
allowed time to think about where I was headed, and to what.  

My grandfather had suddenly and unexpectedly been diagnosed with stage four 
cancer.  

He had been checked into the hospital.  

He was in critical care.  

It was a situation I had been somewhat preparing for, thinking of, dreading, 
having nightmares about, for practically my entire life.  

It was my biggest childhood fear, and it had finally come to fruition.  

So far, I’d dealt with it far better than I imagined I ever would.  

I’d remained overall calm and composed, but as the hours passed and the miles 
fell behind, the sense of overall unease greatly increased.  

My stomach knotted up and my head began to swim, it took everything I had to 
prevent myself from breaking into hysterics, but I hated to think of the other 
drivers seeing me cry.  

Besides, I told myself, it wasn’t safe.  

I had to keep my eyes on the road.  

I had to keep my head clear.  



The thought occurred that if I were to crash the car I could avoid the situation 
ahead of me, and that came as somewhat of a relief, but I’d hate to think that, 
on top of his already pressing medical situation, my grandfather would have to 
deal with the guilt of knowing that I had died while driving to see him in the 
hospital.  

My grandmother told me that I didn’t need to come, that she didn’t want me to 
miss any work or cancel class, but two seconds later I received a call from my 
mother, pleading me to come right away, telling me that they needed me there, 
that no one knew how much time my grandfather had left.  

And so, of course, I went – I can’t imagine there was much doubt that I would – 
but the moment I called my mother from behind the steering wheel, she broke 
into audible tears.  

“You’re such a good boy,” she sobbed, “such a good boy.”  

I made the trip in record time, a personal best.  

I stopped once to pay for a tank of gas, a double-cheeseburger, and a cup of 
coffee, but otherwise managed to stay on the road, nonstop.  

When I finally pulled into the hospital parking lot, I shut off the car and sat in 
silence for a minute before calling my mother, who was in my grandfather’s 
room with the rest of our family.  

“I’m here,” I said when she answered her phone and we agreed to meet in the 
lobby, where we gently hugged and kissed, and I was thoroughly shocked by 
how composed she seemed.   

I told her I wanted to use the bathroom before heading up to my grandfather’s 
room and she asked, “Do you have to poop?” to which I decided not to reply.  

“I need to know what to expect,” I said afterwards, in the elevator, and the 
answer she provided made me feel confident about what I was about to see, 
but the moment I saw him in his bed, the façade came crashing down.  

I wept openly as I had not done since I was a child.  

Uncontrollable, heaving sobs.  



I cried into my grandfather’s chest and felt his large, warm hands on my face 
and neck.  

“Don’t cry for me,” he whispered through the drugs and machinery, but I did, 
and it felt good to do so. 

I planned to stay in LaCrosse for the next four days, sitting there ne xt to my 
grandfather’s bed, attempting to console my grandmother, but it would only be 
a matter of time before I was back on the road.  

And it was already late when I first arrived – visiting hours were almost over – so 
I had to leave my grandfather’s room not long after I came.  

In anticipation of my presence, my mother had prepared a meal, so my 
grandmother and I drove to my mother’s apartment, where we ate roasted 
chicken and potatoes, and my mother commented on how long it had been 
since we last ate together, as a family. 

My mother, brother, two sisters, and I, together at last, eating my mother’s 
home-cooking, in my mother’s apartment.  

I didn’t have the heart to point out that it hadn’t simply been a long time; it was, 
in fact, the very first time.    

And it would probably be the last. 

“Such a good boy,” my mother said as I rinsed my plate in the kitchen si nk, but I 
didn’t feel like one. 


