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One of my
strangest friendships is with a down and out local street person
named Michael. Once a week or so, he comes into the store where I
work, mostly to bum cigarettes and to chat about the sad state of
his life. He's not really a street person, exactly, in that he
always seems to be "staying with
somebody...," though the particular
"somebody" changes from week to week, sometimes from day to day.
Michael is chronically depressed, dirty and "spaced out." He's a
very deep thinker who loves to expound on his sometimes quite
arcane theories about life, God and the universe, categories he
mixes and matches as though they were of one substance, i.e.,
passionately referencing Biblical Apocalypse and Madonna song
lyrics in the same breath. He's incredibly serious; everything is
equally serious to him. He has an opinion about everything, and
everything is usually BAD, hurtful, and out to get
him.

But I like Michael. I identify with
him. He's a tall, lanky guy in his late twenties, and he's
concerned with a lot of the same issues that concern me. I see
myself in him, the man I might have become if my life had been only
a little bit different, if I'd turned left instead of right at
certain crossroads in my life, or if Lady Luck had been just a
little less by my side during the same critical years of youth in
which she had clearly abandoned poor Michael. Michael reminds me of
the part of me that would still sometimes love to give up and sink
into a sort of degenerate self-pity, to just drop everything and
lay on the ground, moaning, to stop making daily efforts toward a
better life. He's a walking cautionary tale, a living symbol of
what life lived that way really looks in the real world.

Michael has also been one of my greatest
life-teachers:

It had been a week of disturbing
dreams. I consider myself a pretty good interpreter of my own
nocturnal dramas, but these had me shaking. I could not for the
life of me figure out what my subconscious was trying to
communicate, and the longer I went without understanding, the more
bizarre and emotionally toned with a sort of "creeping horror" the
dreams had become. I was afraid to sleep. I had a growing sense
that if I didn't decode the message soon, if the dreams kept
intensifying, I was going to crack up.

One evening, Michael came in to
chat. I didn't mention my dreams at all, but in the course of the
conversation, just talking about his own life, he managed to
resolve my dilemma by putting into words what my dreams had put
into images. I recognized it immediately and felt a huge rush of
relief.

He was having trouble with this
week's "somebody," and he was really down. His "somebody" was
making demands he felt he couldn't meet, and shouldn't be asked to.
He was hurt and angry. Mostly, I think, his "somebody's"
expectations made him feel like dirt because he would live up to
them if he could, but he just doesn't feel such an effort to be
possible for a guy like him. Down deep, he agrees that a guest in
somebody's home ought to help out a little, pick up after himself,
contribute to the food budget and the like. It's what you'd expect
from any normal person, but he's not one of those, so being held to
that standard disturbs him. Such expectations force him to face
what his life has amounted to in someone else's eyes. Michael would
be fine if it weren't for other people's eyes, seeing himself in
them, judging himself worthless by reflected standards he longs to
feel worthy of, but just can't. He can't believe.

I was trying to cheer him up, to
get him to see the good things in the midst of all his BAD, to
convince him to lighten up a little and enjoy what there was in his
life to enjoy, however small. I had a lot of work to do around the
store, so I stayed in motion as we talked, only
half-listening.

I missed a couple of sentences, and
when I caught the groove again Michael was wide-eyed, excited, off
on one of his theories again. He stood before the glass display
counter, animated, his arms out, bent at the elbows, palms cupped
tensely upward like a juggler preparing to perform, like a human
scales with something heavy in each hand.

"... I'm really good at this
measuring thing," he was saying. He shifted his outstretched hands
in alternating ups and downs like a scale bobbing into motion. "I
can take two objects just like this..." More of the shifting. "...
and I can tell you what each one weighs within a few ounces... I'm
really good at that." Pride burned in his eyes, a soft but growing
fire. "But sometimes..."

Something was building. Michael was
choking up, about to cry. Whatever he was trying to communicate,
whatever was coming to the surface through this juggling act, was
significant. I leaned slightly toward him across the counter,
sensing that whatever revelation emerged next was going to matter
as much to me as it did to him, maybe more. His arms were iron-rod
stiff, trembling with the force of immanent eruption.

He looked me in the eye and
clenched one fist tight, dropped it low. The tremble in his arms
moved up into his voice.

"But sometimes... Sometimes the
thing in this hand can be so heavy that the other thing..." He
opened the hand still raised high. "... It doesn't matter how much
it weighs, it's light. It's light in comparison. So light you think
it's not anything because the other thing is so heavy."

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11187
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
The Weight That
Isn't There

Anxiety and Finding the Courage to Be

Jack Preston King






