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Myra is in deep trouble, exactly the sort of trouble American teens find themselves in, here in the centerless middle of endless suburbia, of late stage capitalism, driven by longings she cannot control or decipher. In a voice that rises up out of her deepest insecurities and denials, DON’T PITY THE DESPERATE tracks Myra’s progress toward her own truth, or at least a self that is by degrees more survivable, and there is much bravery and beauty in the telling. This deep-hearted, penetrating portrait delivers the thing I want most in any story: the feeling that the writer’s life depended, at least a little, in getting it on the page.

—Pam Houston, author of Deep Creek and Finding Hope in the High Country 

From page one, DON’T PITY THE DESPERATE is riveting, encompassing the grief, confusion and, yes, the desperate wanting of a young addict named Myra who has lost her way. Deadpan, darkly humorous and profoundly touching, Moore’s novel is full of knife-sharp insights about rehabs and recovery – and I fear those insights are as true today as they were in the 1980s, when this story is set. Is recovery possible? And what, exactly, are we recovering from? Vivid and evocative, Moore’s story is unforgettable. It lingers in my imagination still. 

—Samantha Dunn, Author of Failing Paris and Not By Accident: Reconstructing a Careless Life

An unsparing examination of the kids who use and the imperfect program designed to save them, this novel spares the reader nothing. In prose that is razor sharp yet dazzlingly beautiful, Anna B. Moore probes “the spot between feeling and truth,” stirring hope and compassion for us all. A riveting debut.

—Rob Davidson, author of Welcome Back to the World: A Novella and Stories

Moore has written a beautiful vault of truths.

—Josh Mohr, author of Model Citizen and Damascus

In beautiful, harrowing, and often funny prose, Anna Moore’s DON’T PITY THE DESPERATE knits together all the feelings and realities of trying to emerge from addiction– the pathos, the gallows humor, the family difficulties, the regeneration of self – into a compulsively readable novel constructed of lovely sentences and electric scenes. Moore builds the book’s central character, Myra, with such a deft hand, with such nuance, delicacy, and believability. Moore's dialogue and secondary characters pull you from page to page, each remarkably vivid and each its own whole world. You will root for Myra at every stage of her journey. A truly compelling, moving, and well-crafted look at the complexities of recovery.

—Amy Stuber, author of Sad Grownups

Moore has written a book that uncannily and stunningly gets inside the mind of a teenager struggling with loss, identity, self-worth, confusion, doubt, and hormones–all while in rehab. As a reader, we are both rooting for Myra and remembering when we were Myra, with all the swirling issues of adolescence on top of life itself. It’s beautiful, tender, and tough all at the same time—mirroring the subject she so deftly writes about. 

—J.J. Elliott, author of There Are No Words For This

Moore’s kaleidoscopic look at the pain and confusion of early recovery is unapologetically raw and unfiltered. In its conflicted portrayal of the teen rehab experience and the challenges of surrender, DON’T PITY THE DESPERATE reflects on absence, trauma, desire, and desperation, all within the fluid and chaotic state of adolescent identity. The center of this novel is a triad of questions every addict has asked: What would it be like to feel less alone? Is there a God? And what would it take to choose life?

—Tara Stillions Whitehead, author of They More Than Burned and The Year of the Monster

Anna B Moore has the rare, remarkable ability to embody young characters with authenticity and intensity. You open DON’T PITY THE DESPERATE and are instantly immersed, immediately drawn into what is real and true in the lives of these almost-adults. Moore opens a window into the world of teen recovery, a world many don’t know much about, and she writes with precision and compassion. There is such love in these pages, such care for these kids. By the end, I was profoundly changed by Myra’s story, and by all of the complicated people who’d come so alive on the page.

—Hannah Grieco, editor of Already Gone: 40 Stories of Running Away and And If That Mockingbird Don’t Sing: Parenting Stories Gone Speculative
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To teenagers: glorious, brilliant, devastating. We fail you. We forget. I'm sorry.
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Myra would tell the Community about the cat. It was the first thing she remembered anyway, a black blob moving across the gravel road. She saw it in a blink and then it was under the Nova's wheel. 

“You can go faster than that,” Chad had kept saying, his voice low and lovely from the backseat. He'd said he was too tired from baseball practice to sit up front with her. She knew she shouldn’t accept this but did anyway and felt herself relinquishing something, giving up and in.

She could see in the rearview his soft chin, his brown curls. She wanted to touch his face, run her fingers along the sides of his nose, across his cheekbones. She was finally alone with him, with Chad Norris, with nobody else. She popped open the can of Budweiser he handed her and put it between her legs and pushed the clutch in and shifted the Nova to third and zoomed up the tiny hill at forty miles per hour, dust swirling up from the gravel. 

“Right on, Myra!” Chad called. 

Myra smiled and flipped her hair back, then saw the cat and felt the bump.

“Oh my God,” she said. She stopped the car. “Was that a cat?”

“Oh well,” Chad said.  

“What if it's still alive?” Myra shifted into reverse.

“What are you doing?” Chad asked.

“Going back.”

“I mean with that.” He pointed to the gearshift, a lever on the steering column.

“This is a really old Nova from the seventies. You shift on the steering column.”

“No way.”

“Yep. Three on the tree.”

Chad laughed—she had made him laugh—and opened another Budweiser. After Myra had picked him up from baseball practice, he asked her to stop at the ampm on Highway 6 so he could buy beer. He knew the checker, he said. Myra watched him walk inside and left the engine running because if she turned it off it might not start again, and this was embarrassing and stupid and Myra would do nothing to interfere with the progression of this night. 

“You killed it. Don't worry,” he said. “Don't go back.”

“What if it's crying by the side of the road?”

“Did you feel that bump? It's dead.” He leaned back in the muck of her father's junk in the backseat. 

“I'm going back.”

“What are you going to do if it's almost dead? Kill it?”

“I don't know.” The Nova's engine rumbled. It runs, her father said. That’s all a car needs to do. You’d think Myra might be embarrassed by such a car, but everyone thought it was funny. It made them all recognize her and know who she was.

“There's more beer at my house. Let's go.” 

She had been dreaming about Chad for weeks, the new boy who had moved to Iowa City from Solon and become her partner in advanced biology and a figure of worship in two of her other classes. Chad eased her ache for Mark, who, since dumping her for being psycho, no longer went to her locker between classes or called her every night or ever. When she did see him, Myra stared while he pretended she was not there. That they had never dated. That she had never been his escort during the Homecoming King and Queen Nomination Ceremony. That he had never told her he loved her in the front seat of his Trans Am, the night soft all around them while they listened to “Every Breath You Take.” That he had never come while they humped on his basement sofa. That he had never brought her a rose. 

But now Myra ached for Chad—his body and his eyes but mostly for his hands touching her face, her breasts, her hips, her back, her self, and her desires that were all so overwhelming and limitless that Myra was left ashamed.

“We could go to One Tree and drink some beer,” he said. “It's over the hill.”

Myra made sure Chad wasn't watching and twirled a few strands of hair from her scalp at the base of her neck, then yanked. She brushed the ends against her collarbone, a whisper on her skin. 

She shifted to drive.

They hadn’t even made out at One Tree—a raised concrete slab set back from the road beneath a giant weeping willow that hung low to the ground. The slab was cool through Myra's jeans. Cows mooed in the distance. Silhouettes of houses or barns or whatever other buildings were out here dotted the horizon, which she could see in the lights from Iowa City.  

“It's so quiet,” Myra had said.

Those trees in the distance—were they maple trees? Weren’t there a lot of maple trees out in the country? Their leaves were bigger than giant hands and pointed, but these were the only facts she knew about them; most trees Myra did not recognize. She knew the names of almost nothing in the biological world even though she had always tried to learn because flowers, trees, shrubs, leaves, and grasses—knowing what they were and where they were and how they changed as they grew—was key to something important about existence. But still she could never retain the information, even when she designed her own quizzes. She had failed every one of them and so failed at being who she wanted to be, and she felt this failure all the time.  

“Yep,” Chad said.  

Myra dangled her feet, opened another beer, lit a cigarette—but she was careful not to move much or talk much so nothing could get ruined. She would be quiet, nice, smiley, sweet. She waited to see what he would want, crossing her toes instead of her fingers. She didn’t believe in God, but she started to pray. She had never felt so powerless.

***
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THIS WAS THE NIGHT she had to tell them about. She knew that most of the Community’s responses would be gentle. Glad you're here. Thanks for sharing. If someone was in denial, the responses were a little harsher but grounded in concern: I'm scared for you, man. 

Myra's primary counselor was named Rachel, and in Small Group therapy every morning and afternoon, Rachel let the group say anything they wanted to whoever was sharing. That's bullshit. I think you're lying. Get honest. I can't believe this crap. Rachel never smiled or showed affection. Neither did Russell Dean, the other counselor. Did they like her or hate her? Did they approve or disapprove? Did they think she was smart or stupid? And why did she care? Why did she always have to care so much about what everyone thought? Because it mattered, that's why. And it wasn't depression and it wasn't a disorder just because you wanted everyone to love you and wanted to make sure they did, because if everyone did love you and you knew it, wouldn't you be confident and happy for the rest of your life, no matter what? Wouldn't panic disappear? Wouldn't Myra be able to say what she wanted and learn what was important and understand everything? Wouldn't she be brave enough to be herself?

***
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WHY THEY DIDN'T MAKE out at One Tree Myra had no idea. She was waiting for him to lean over, to kiss her softly and open his mouth like Frisco Jones did with Felicia on General Hospital, the way all those fairy-tale forces of men pulled women close in fits of passion.  Maybe Chad Norris would lean over and kiss her, feel for the snap of her jeans, reach under her pink Izod shirt. But this didn't happen. They drank. She thought for a moment of her heart, which the doctor said might stop beating if she drank alcohol. Because Myra was on Elavil, he had said.

Oh well. 

“So when is your next game?” Myra asked.

“Friday.” He didn’t look at her, sipped his beer. Myra listened to all the moos and tried to guess where the cows were.  

They left and drove to Chad's house. The doors were unlocked. His mom was out of town, he said. It was dark inside except for a light over the electric stove that illuminated a pot full of hardened ramen noodles, dried spills and crumbs on the counter, dishes layered in the sink, brown paneling on the walls. Chad opened the refrigerator and gave Myra a beer and gave himself one and then went to take a shower. Myra stood in the kitchen, buzzing hard. She drank the whole beer and then another one, afraid to move, because where should she go? He had given her a beer, so he wasn't expecting her to leave. Where should she put her empty can? She walked into the living room, moonlight shining in, and sat in the dark on a couch, listening for the shower to go off in the bathroom. She saw a television in one corner, dirty glasses on a coffee table, a desk with an electric typewriter, paper trash piled around. Should she turn on a light? From behind her ear, she pulled out some hair and circled the strands around her beer can until they were wet. Crickets chirped outside.  

The shower stopped. Myra’s heart pounded like drumbeats, her super-buzz turning to drunkenness, her vagina swelling. Thinking about him made her wet. She was a virgin, and at that moment she did not care about saving herself for that special night, that crystalline moment in time where apparently so much was lost.

She tried to keep from panting. She waited. 

She heard Chad leave the bathroom, heard him moving around. Then nothing.

Was he coming back? 

She finished her beer and walked into the hallway, where the door to his room was open and he lay in bed with his eyes closed. The bathroom light was on, shining through the open door, and Myra saw that Chad’s sheets were printed with baseball gloves and balls and bats, like a bed set for a toddler. Myra smelled soap and saw that his hair was damp against his pillow. Myra couldn’t tell if he was asleep or awake, but she knelt down by his bed, terrified, eager like a child. She could not stop herself. 

“Chad?” she whispered, her head closer to his than it had ever been. She put her hand on his bare shoulder. His skin was warm.

He opened his eyes, gazed at her, and pulled her in, kissed her, opened his mouth. His kisses were amazing, soft and strong deep into her mouth, and she hoped she was following along well, that she was doing everything right, that he would like her breasts, still inside her bra, and he seemed to, he squeezed and squeezed and rubbed and she took off her shirt and then he was kissing her again, Chad Norris was kissing her and then he unsnapped her pants and pulled them down fast and climbed onto her and when he put his penis in, it hurt a little but not that much because she was so wet. Now he would know everything. He would know how much she wanted him and how he could ask her to do anything anytime anywhere—now he knew all of that because the fluid that she had never known what to do with was staining his sheets, exposing it all. And she wished he did not know because as he thrust she knew that he did not love her, that he would have fallen asleep and forgotten about her out there in the dark if she had not come in, that he had never looked at or spoken to her with any interest, really, at all—that he was as indifferent to Myra as he was to the dirty dishes he was probably supposed to wash before his mom came back. He got up and left Myra sopping in his bed and lay down on the living room couch and fell immediately asleep.  

Myra felt a stone of truth heavy in her gut, deep in her anatomy, somewhere in her body... her intestines, maybe? Weren’t they actually hundreds of feet long? 

Myra sat up, felt something lurch, and vomited hard, splattering the baseball sheets and the carpet. She took off his pillowcase, wiped her calves with them, stood up, put on her jeans and shirt, took beer from his refrigerator, and left. She drank one on her way down his creaky back stairs and threw the empty in his yard and got into the Nova. She was less drunk now—she felt a little sick and lightheaded but totally in control. She would go back and find that poor cat and take it home. Dead, alive, injured—she would take care of it.  

She turned the key, but the Nova would not start.

***
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SHE WOULD NEVER TELL the Community about Chad Norris, but she was ready to share other meaningful things. Here, it was fine to tell everyone about what you were thinking and feeling and what had happened to you. Everybody did. One patient, Lisa with the straight bangs, drug of choice heroin, had run away from home to get away from a cousin who molested her. She lived by a freeway for six months, then overdosed, and someone had taken her to an emergency room. Bryan with the weird stubble, drug of choice rush, had tried every drug there was every day of his life since he was ten years old because his mother was always gone and her boyfriend beat him, and in high school he’d met a group of boys who dropped acid and smoked pot in a van before school. One morning they shared a fifth of bourbon, and Bryan had passed out in abnormal psychology class, slumped into his desk and then dropped onto the floor right in the front row. Theresa with the freckly arms, drug of choice pot, had snuck out of her home one night and gotten hit by a car while high on paint. 

Myra would tell them what happened. But she wasn’t about to tell them how Chad Norris had used her and cared nothing for her, and she especially wouldn't tell them how much she still adored him, loved him, desired him, would have let him inattentively fuck her all he wanted just to feel his touch and hear his voice and keep him near. 

So she told them how she picked her friend up from baseball practice, that they were drinking beer at his house and he passed out, so she found a baseball bat by a garbage can and opened the hood of the Nova and banged the starter, then ran over to the ignition to try and get it to start. This method had never worked before—it always took two people, one banging on the starter and the other turning the key. She prayed again, turned the key. Silence. So she drank three beers as fast as she could, one after the other after the other, because one of the best feelings of her life was drinking a lot at once and then feeling herself get drunk after she wasn't drinking anymore. That invisible rush. She felt herself rise and wondered what she was going to do; she remembered, vaguely, walking down her friend's driveway, smoking and coughing and occasionally spitting if vomit rose in her throat. She remembered standing on the side of the road, eyes closed, feeling the drunk come on and breathing it in with bliss. She tripped and wobbled and swayed her way back to One Tree. The country night was empty.

She woke up on the slab. It was morning and a police officer was standing over her. She looked down at Myra through mirrored sunglasses and Myra saw herself in them, saw that her white face and brown hair with shiny barrettes in the officer’s glasses looked warped and blurred and unlike Myra in every way—was that her, with her forearm up over her eyes?  

“I’m Officer Jane. Your father is worried sick about you.” She led Myra to the back of the police car, closed the door.

Myra became aware of her heart, the way it beat fast and heavy like a premonition. She put her hand on her chest and willed it to slow down. It didn’t. Myra swallowed with what little saliva she could generate, looked out the window at the barbed wire fence line and then at the grey dirt smudges on the tops of her Tretorn shoes. Please please please, she asked God, in whom she only believed when she thought she might die, which was whenever she woke up after getting drunk. Please give me one more chance. 

Jane pulled onto the road and spoke into the CB microphone she held in one hand. It occurred to Myra that if she died, Jane could revive her! Phew! 

But she would not tell them about that, either. She shifted positions in her chair. This was stressful, deciding what to say as she said it. Not about the Elavil. Or why she got put on it or that when she started drinking she forgot about what the psychiatrist said, because getting drunk felt so good. She twirled the sash ends of her bathrobe around her fingers. For their first five days, so they would know how sick they were, patients had to wear hospital pajamas—tiny blue paisleys printed on white fabric, thin as used paper. After that, for the rest of their sixty-day stay, they could be in their own clothes. 

“What time is it?” Myra asked.

“Six-fifteen a.m.,” said Officer Jane. Minutes passed and her heart slowed and Myra was alive, the sun warming her face through the window and then shadowed by her house as Jane pulled into the alley. She was alive. She was not going to die. Her father Keen ran down the front steps and hugged his daughter, then pushed her away, held her out like a shirt. 

“You’ve been drinking.” He was a tower over her, tall and sturdy, brown faded bathrobe hanging only to his knees. The neighbor from across the alley walked onto her front porch, watching. Myra picked sleep out of her left eye.  

“She’s on medication,” Keen said to Officer Jane, keeping his hands on Myra’s shoulders. “She might die.” 

“I’ll take you both to the hospital right now.”

“No way!” said Myra. 

“Let me get my wallet,” said Keen.

“No! Dad!” 

He put his hands on her shoulders and looked down at her and Myra felt a warmth in her spine, in the back of her neck. She forgot her headache and Chad Norris and how thirsty she was and felt just her father, paying attention to her—uplifting, true, divine. 

“After that,” Myra told them, “I had to wait to be admitted for seven days because you were full, but my dad forced me into the hospital so I wouldn’t drink until I came here. Or kill myself or anything. Not that I would have. I guess my dad was just worried.” Lie? Omission? Both? She had threatened to kill herself if her father sent her to rehab—she just hadn’t been serious about it. But she couldn’t tell them this, either, or that whenever she lied, she felt a twinge of guilt, shame, discomfort. It was always a betrayal. 

“And I went ahead and got a tonsillectomy that I had needed for a long time anyway.” She held up her paper cup of water. “That’s why I always have this, because my throat still hurts.” She looked at all the patient faces, their expressions absorbed with her, the circle bright with their attention. The room was clean. The long tables on which they ate meals were folded up neatly and lined against the wall on the other side of the room. A technician named Bliss, who looked like the most bliss-less person Myra had ever seen, stood with her arms crossed in the wide doorframe that led to the hallway. 

“That’s it,” Myra said. The windows were not textured like the ones in the patients' rooms, so Myra could see outside: giant hospital parking lot, busy street, gas stations, billboards, miniature urban strip in the distance that led to Interstate 235. “I’m done.”

“Glad you're here, Myra,” said Charlie with the yellow-blond hair, drug of choice LSD. He crossed his legs. Myra had never seen a boy cross his legs before. Not Chad Norris, not Mark, not any boy she had ever known.  

“Glad you're here,” said Stephanie with the blue mascara, drug of choice alcohol.  

“Welcome,” said Jen with the short legs, drug of choice pot.

“I'm so glad you're here,” said Billy with the white-blond hair, drug of choice whatever the hell. His nose was upturned, his face narrow. “Wow.”

Bliss the tech stared at her—no smile, no frown. Myra wanted Bliss to love her and wanted all of them to love her and thought they might already. She clasped her hands together to keep from pulling out her hair.
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Baby Birds
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Myra loved plaster walls. Elongated torsos, distorted farm animals, puffs almost like clouds. Myra sat in one of the study carrels built into two walls of the common room where they all ate meals and had Community—but instead of doing the homework that her teachers had assembled and mailed to her, she ran the fleshiest part of her pinky over and over a barbed animal tail. Or maybe it was the tip of a crown on a faceless, misshapen head, or the beak of a baby bird, the way its wing reached up for a mother. Melanie had died in a car accident when Myra was five and Myra remembered her all the time, with big hands like her father’s and wiry, coarse hair. 

It was hard for Myra to believe that an artist crafted none of these images that looked so deliberate—but surely they had been brushed onto the wall and left to dry into whatever they became. 

A hand dropped a note on the edge of her desktop. Lined paper folded up tight.

“Read it later,” Charlie with the yellow-blond hair, drug of choice LSD, whispered to her. She felt his body tall behind her, recognized his voice. She wanted to run underneath something, hide herself. She didn't dare turn around. 

Charlie had barely spoken to her since the day she arrived, since she had refused to give Keen a hug goodbye at the front desk, since Grace the nurse took her on the elevator up to the two floors of the treatment unit and took her suitcase. 

“That’s my stuff,” said Myra.

“We’re searching it for drugs and alcohol.”

“That suitcase was my mom’s.” Yellow with brown leather stripes down each side, the surface like thick cardboard and full of scratches.

“You’ll get it back.” 

“My Winnie the Pooh is in there.” Old. It crackled when you squeezed it. 

“You’ll get that back, too.”

Grace walked her to her room and told her to change into the requisite pajamas—because she was sick, that’s why—and then took her into the Community while the patients were on after-dinner Smoke Break. Myra had pulled her Camels from the pocket of her robe and lit one with the lighter provided on the table, a long table with plastic coating over plasticized wood. Twelve kids sat around it in metal folding chairs, talking over an industrial fan housed in metal and mounted into one corner of the ceiling.  

Billy with the platinum hair, drug of choice whatever the hell, had been the first one to approach her. “Hey.” He sat down, flicked his Marlboro into the black plastic ashtray. He placed two other cigarettes before him and spaced them evenly apart.

“Hi.”

“So how did you get here?"

“My dad put me in,” she said.

“It’s his fault, huh?”

She puffed.  

“I'm Billy.”

“I'm Myra.”

“I'm glad you’re here.”

She put out her cigarette.  

“You should light another one
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