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Bones

Scars constellate my left arm like the dusty remains of stomped-
out moths. I look at my right arm and laugh at its nakedness. My 
eyes fall to the deep, telling asterisms in my right hand, the dissected 
lines like a page torn from your Reader’s Digest palmistry book. I 
don’t want to look anymore, but when I try to squeeze my hand shut 
it’s suddenly seized by premature arthritis from overuse of Adderall, 
cocaine, anxiety meds the colors of Easter eggs, cigarettes, weed, and 
rotgut tequila. Held halfway open like this, I can see the scars line up 
where I once held a shard of glass from a broken mirror now pieced 
back together with painter’s tape in my antique vanity. And even 
though I taped up the wounds and the mirror, it’s still seven more 
years of bad luck. Enough is enough. Enough failed relationships, 
enough nights of monitoring my vitals, enough eviction and rehab 
threats. Enough of this trap, this addiction to sadness.

On a bender I watched the entire Dollars Trilogy. Maybe it was 
the pot, or the whiskey, or the sorrowful, tremolo, mezzo-soprano 
voice scored by Morricone that got me on my back in the middle of 
the room, thinking about my life, how death would be sooner rather 
than later if I kept it up, and all the things I had never done, the hun-
dred dollars I forfeited rather than get on the small plane that was 
supposed to take me skydiving, convinced I’d have a heart attack in 
the sky, but somehow, like the Man with No Name, I came to get it in 
my head that the treasure I’ve been looking for lies in a grave. Your 
grave. Maybe it’s a quarter-life crisis. Maybe I need to explore the 
liminal state of death, which, according to Brenda in the Psycho-
logical Services building at school, “compels me to self-destructive 
behavior with its ultimately desirable state of nirvana.” Or maybe I 
just miss you. I haven’t felt loved, really loved, unconditionally, since 



you died. How much of it was missing you, how much of it was me?
I travel the hundred and ninety miles or so west down Highway 

29 thinking I will find your grave at last and cover the earth that 
houses your bones with wildflowers because, after the stock-up of 
uppers and downers and in-betweeners, I have no money to buy ros-
es, and I think they are tacky anyway, too cliché, and while the plastic 
shit is cheap enough the flowers will fade unnaturally like an em-
balmed body. I want to give you something organic, something that 
will seed and take root while resisting disease.

Half a pack of smokes into the long slog down the one-lane 
desert road, that is uncannily familiar and different all these years 
later, sitting in the driver’s seat for the first time, the station I’ve been 
listening to goes to static, and I turn the dial until Die Walkure comes 
through faintly on a classical station. Back on your salt and pepper 
living room carpet when  I was  six, the  static of your  television 
speakers blasted Elmer  Fudd’s rendition, “Kill the Rabbit.” I was 
laughing so hard, but when I glanced back you were asleep in your 
golden armchair, a dozen near-empty pill bottles on the coffee table 
at your fingertips, a cigarette burning slowly towards your perfectly 
manicured, nicotine-stained fingers, as your other hand dangled 
over the spot where my head had been resting ten minutes before. I 
slid the Marlboro from between your fingers and stamped it out in an 
empty sardine can swimming with butts before switching the volume 
down and kissing you goodnight. I wasn’t tempted to smoke it. You’d 
let me have my first cigarette when I was four. I didn’t especially care 
for it, but even back then I wanted to be like you and all I ever had to 
do was ask and you couldn’t say no. You popped pills and gave me 
Tums and Smarties so I could imitate you when I asked if I could 
have some too. If you ate mustard and sardine sandwiches, I had 
to have them too, though you cut the crusts off mine. Mom was at 
home taking care of the new baby, and I was glad to be the center of 
attention. You played favorites, unabashedly. Looking at the pic-
tures, I think it was because of how much more I looked like Mom 
than my sisters, and how, unlike her, I wasn’t harboring the resent-
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ment of a neglected child. I didn’t hate you, couldn’t hate you, because 
instead of leaving me with a child molester while you went out into the 
world on adventures, you settled into your old age and let me draw 
suns and happy girls on your walls with crayons while talking about 
how handsome Pat Sajak looked that day on Wheel of Fortune.

Mom hated you for it. You were “like a mother” to me, and a 
wonderful one, but because you had been her actual mother, and had 
been objectively terrible, leaving her with careless relatives for the 
first fourteen years, then showing up once a year with enough rent 
money to live alone in various Austin ghettos with bad locks on the 
doors and no forwarding address, she was only capable of forgiving 
you enough to let you in her children’s lives when it was convenient 
for her.

The song begins to crescendo into the final coda, and I pull over, 
disengage the keys from the ignition, dip them into the baggy hidden 
under an old coffee cup, and snort a bump. I hear my ex’s voice in 
my head. Addict. Coke whore. I try to put the words behind me as I 
drive away but they trail down the back of my throat with the powder, 
and I begin to digest them along with the nails I’ve been biting off. A 
million thoughts are racing through my amphetamined mind, as the 
yellow divider lines begin to bleed into each other, the speedometer 
creeping past eighty-five, ninety, ninety-five, one hundred. The day I 
heard you’d died, I’d woken up with my eye makeup smeared on some 
stranger’s thigh. I didn’t even know his name, or what had happened 
to the drugs in the empty bags tucked into the corners of my wallet, 
purse, sometimes even used as bookmarks. All I knew was that the 
rest of that semester’s financial aid was gone, Dad was still out of work, 
and mom was in debt. The mouths of the baggies seemed to laugh at 
me with their ziplock teeth when I pulled up my bank account state-
ment, a long telling list of recurrent ATM withdrawals of sixty (an 
eighth of weed), one hundred fifty (a couple grams of coke), eighty (a 
handful of narcos), and twenty dollars (three to five Adderall pills, 
depending on if I got them from Skinny Tony or Martina). There 
was nothing left. Desperate, I went through the guy’s wallet when 



he was asleep, but there were only three faded dollar bills and a con-
dom. I couldn’t fly cross-country back to Texas for your funeral, but 
the rumors slingshotted back to me from my brother, who’d never 
left Texas, of the funeral tell-all of your addictions, your adulteries, of 
your and my mother’s rapists. As I hung up the phone, it all made so 
much sense to me, sitting at my desk staring at the Punnett squares in 
my biology book, that I was just a repeat, a cliché. I did drugs because 
they were fun. It brought me closer to you, made me miss you less, by 
making me every bit as damaged and numb as you must have been.

I light another cigarette with the one I’ve nearly finished and re-
member my first college lecture and the professor telling us to avoid 
all clichés in our writing, the most cliché advice you can give to a 
writer, and how cliché it was too, I think, that I would fall for my mar-
ried professor, how cliché that we would have an affair, how cliché 
that he called the whole thing off, his cliché guilt propelling him to 
go home that night and fuck his wife good, even taking out the trash 
afterwards just to show what a good guy he was, only to tell me about 
it the next day, and how cliché that he thought I’d ever wanted him 
to leave her in the first place, to inflict that kind of abuse on anyone, 
how cliché that he himself had entertained the idea, his guilt making 
him abusive towards me, and I wonder now if he’s ever thrown a book 
at the back of his wife’s head. Poor woman. Poor women everywhere. 
I laugh, looking at the engagement rings I inherited from you 
crowding every knotted knuckle on my hands. There are a few flakes 
of blow under the pointer knuckle, and I slide the whole digit into my 
mouth and suck it clean. My eyes come down from the road, carefully 
inspecting under each of the fourteen golden rings for anything siz-
able enough to snort.

You were married that many times in that many states and only 
divorced three. You were looking for something you never found. 
Forgiveness, maybe, for leaving your daughter in the shit storm that 
was your mother’s house. Or it could have even been love, always 
looking for someone to finally choose you over someone else ever 
since you told your mother about the abuse your brother inflicted on 
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you and she chose him, believing his word over yours. But that might 
be a bit ambitious. Could you just have been looking for freedom? 
You spent so much of your life being trapped. And before they knew 
it, you were a biker queen, a Vegas groupie, a fire dancer, a strip club 
owner, a sojourner in every relationship and every place you went. 
I like to think that’s why you finally took the last name Guest. It just 
seemed fitting.

I stop on the highway at a stretch of bluebonnets and remem-
ber the picture Mom tore up of you and me sitting in a field just like 
this on an Easter Sunday long ago. You’d shown up on Friday, as you’d 
been known to do, without calling, without anyone hearing from you 
for months, and at times, years. You told the poor, pimply, nervous 
babysitter who you were and that Mom had given you the a-okay to 
take me out for Easter weekend. Of course, this was a bald-faced lie, 
the best kind for your skill set (some say I’ve inherited your poker 
face and inability to tell a kind white lie, sparing no feelings for 
frumpy new outfits or bangs on people that have no business wearing 
bangs).

In the passenger’s seat of your pickup, there was a basket full of 
Easter eggs, and on the floor sat an Easter tree, a small wicker frame 
with sugared gumdrops hanging from every branch. We drove for 
hours down the highway, you tossing your chain-smoked cigarette 
butts out the window, while I mimicked your behavior, chucking 
the shucked pastel shells of hard-boiled eggs into the road. We pulled 
over halfway to San Saba and went fishing in a small ditch. We didn’t 
catch anything but an old shoe sole and some algae, but I’d never 
been fishing before and I was happy to have caught anything. With 
Dad in California taking care of his first family and Mom working two 
jobs, I barely ever made it outside of daycare centers and living rooms, 
and to this day I still have the pallor of a leghorn egg. Two Motel 
6’s and three dozen hardboiled and dyed eggs later, we picked up 
a thin-lipped mustachioed hitchhiker who let us each drink from a 
thermos of Bailey’s, and when we found a stretch of Bluebonnets, 
it was he who’d taken the picture. You picked one of the state flowers 



despite the law, and showed me the variation of violets in the petals, 
pinching the wing petal cups back to show me the sharp, fang-like 
keel. You told me that when something was so beautiful, it was 
important to stay on guard. Plenty of people would try and destroy 
something, you said, just because the beauty was too much for them 
to comprehend.

When we finally got to San Saba, you took me and the john you 
picked up to your new place of business: a titty bar pancake house 
where Mom was already waiting, wide-eyed, sleepless, white hairs in 
her thick, black mane where there had been none before, furious at 
you for kidnapping me. It was another year before she softened up 
enough to allow you visitations, supervised by her. The picture of us 
in the bluebonnets is gone, and the memories, too, but I remember 
picking the paper petals out of the garbage like delicate flowers 
after you died, before Mom caught me and threw them in the sink and 
set them on fire, piece by piece. My mother, a hard woman, never 
cried. “Rusts my pipes,” she would say whenever anyone accused her 
of being heartless, dry-eyed at weddings and funerals alike, unlike me, 
a perpetual and ugly crier, or as you liked to say, “a sensitive child.” 
But since you died, Mom has been a wreck. She can’t forgive you, 
nor can she forgive herself for not forgiving you. She’s developed a 
propensity for hoarding, gained fifty pounds, and, according to my 
father, who has stopped coming home on weekends and smells like 
Chanel No. 5 on Mondays instead of my mother’s drug store freesia 
spray, hasn’t had sex with him since the day you died.

Mom didn’t go to the funeral, either. Not because she couldn’t 
afford it, but because you died of an overdose. “She died the way 
she lived. A loser.” No one said anything to Mom at first. We all 
knew better than to counter my mother in her state of anger. She 
locked herself in her bathroom for four days. She took no food, drank 
from the tub until the funeral and wake were over and done with. Half 
the time my mother will not speak her name. But the other times, 
somehow everything you did was funny, enigmatic. The hurt was still 
there, but now there is something else. Forgiveness. “She died of an 


