
WHY’D YOU GO AND DO THAT? 
a confession/interview series 

 
 
 
 

CONFESSION from Caleb J. Ross 

 
Six years ago I took my first office job after an adolescence and early adulthood full of lifting boxes 
and moving grocery palettes. Just weeks later, a Monday, my gut began to sag, fallen hair wound its 
way around the keyboard buttons—they already a repository for Cheetos dust and sweat—and my 
brain was just starting to percolate from these weeks of slow sedentary wear. 

One weekend I’d be happy, hanging out with friends I hadn’t seen in years, bringing back 
repressed smiles and taking in life by the alcoholic mouthful. Three days later I’d be pacing the 
manicured office lawn in tight circles just to feel, just to hear the grass rip from the mud. All I’d 
known my entire working life was gondola construction and the smell of sour milk and sneakers. My 
new world was sterile. Tearing apart the lawn kept me sane. Most people take a vacation once a year. 
I needed a refuel every two days. 

At the time I didn’t realize that I was depressed. Clinically. Zoloft-prescriptions-and-emergency-
vials-of-Prozac depressed. At the time I attributed every negative thought, every spiraling series of 
illogically connected cynicism to my job. As far as I was concerned, the office was killing me. But 
without the security of a job, the rest of the world would do the same. 

Then one day, maneuvering my cursor through some antiquated DOTS commands, I broke down. 
A person wasn’t designed to spontaneously cry. But there I was, flowing. Having worked only a 
couple months, composure was something best kept intact. To save my own face, I told the first 
concerned face, a large woman with hardened leather skin who until that moment had treated me no 
better than the hydraulics of her own stressed chair, that my grandfather had died. She opened up, 
took me in, and squeezed. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m so very sorry.” 

I spent the rest of day at my girlfriend’s apartment, practicing how I would react to the inevitable 
sight of sympathy cards on my desk the following day, as my girlfriend made calls to her doctor. 
“Depression,” she said into the receiver. “I’m sure of it.” 

Still today, those that knew me then assume my grandfather died. 
 
 

QUESTIONS from Pablo D’Stair 

 
1. So, first thing I’d like to ask—coming at less the full on subject matter here, but one of your 

set-up points—is whether you feel in your desire to write some drive to eventually “be free 
of the tedium of a job” so to speak—do you, at this time, earnestly find time-at-work to be 
time-away from-writing? And to further a bit, do you think if you didn’t have to work, if you 
were set-up, well-to-do, that you would fill that time with writing, with active pursuit of your 
literature?  I’ve always been good with having a job, myself, never really (principally) found it 
as something that  takes away from writing and I’ve met some people who I think kind of 
say they think working is a drain, but really that’s just something they say (as in, I doubt if 
they didn’t have to work they’d really produce any more or less).  Ideally, do you think 
writing, or any art, is something that should have room to breathe, space, time, something 
built of a life without such concerns as dayjobs and all?  A lot of questions, so answer 



however you like—I guess it boils down to “Do you think time away from writing, required 
time away, is the enemy of writing?” 

 
For a long time I thought of my dayjob simply as something I do between bouts of writing. I’ve 
realized, fairly recently, that my position on the dayjob was due primarily to me having a shitty one. 
Now, I’m actually quite content and often find myself letting dayjob duties infringe in what would 
traditionally be considered my writing time. I hope this is not a testament to an eventual takeover of 
the dayjob stuff, wherein the writing would dissipate completely. I’m sure it isn’t; writing means too 
much to me. 

More to your question, I know, quite for sure, that should I be given all day to write I wouldn’t 
use the day in that way. I work best with a balance of outside obligations and writing struggle. If 
writing were all I had to do, I wouldn’t have any other option to oppose. We need conflict. People 
need to work in order to appreciate their off-time. I need my job to appreciate my writing time. 
Required time away therefore might be quite the opposite of the enemy; it could be the best possible 
mate. 

 
2. You share here something devastatingly personal, something obviously more than “deeply 

part of you” but a component of yourself that isn’t necessarily of your choosing.  In your 
work (say Stranger Will particularly) isn’t this always one of the primary narratives (the true 
narrative)—an individual grappling not with a choice, not with an outside element, but with 
an element of their persona they’ve no control over, something that “Is Them” but not of 
their choosing.  I read your work as primarily settled on this struggle—your characters would 
be someone else if they could (or rather would have preferred to’ve been someone else) but 
since they aren’t, they have to be hyper vigilante of their ideas, their actions, like they are 
more something they are watching than something they are doing.  Do you feel this reaction 
I’ve had at all accurate to the work you’ve produced, from your perspective? 

 
Oh, wow. You’ve nailed it, Pablo. I’ve been told more than a few times, by people who don’t know 
much of my personal life, that my writing reads like a person obsessed with fatherhood, with the 
idea of parenthood. This, though not an intentional extraction, obviously stems from my father-less 
childhood (my parents divorced with I was five; I’ve seen my father two or three times since). Pair 
this with my depression and you’ve locked into just about every character I write: the hyper vigilante 
product of a broken home. This is Stranger Will. This is many of the Charactered Pieces stories. And 
this is most certainly the upcoming I Didn’t Mean to be Kevin. 

Years ago, when I first started writing, I tried to consciously dodge the therapist couch 
deductions. I purposefully fought against the impulse to “write what you know.” Aside: it probably 
comes as no surprise that I’m also the type of music hipster that turns against a song once it hits the radio waves, no 
matter how good the song may be. I wanted to be the anti-writer, the one uninterested in story, more 
interested in subverting the idea of story (the kid less interested in pretending he has a “complete” 
family, more interested in countering the idea of family?). But then I learned how to be a writer, and 
with it came the necessary integration (and understanding) that to successfully subvert one needs to 
understand—and more importantly, prove an understanding—of that which is to be subverted, 
before successful contradiction. This is all to say that my published work so far is me, simply, telling 
a story. But mark my words, one day, many years from now, I’ll go crazy and wedge myself into a 
new paradigm. And I’m bringing my collected mass of thousands with me. 

 
3. And this furthers the previous question, touching on the content of your confession a bit 

more in detail: Not explicitly, but it seems to me that part of what you reveal here is guilt 



over telling that lie, being false to this individual who offered you an embrace on finding you 
in such a state.  I wonder, do you think this was a dishonesty?  And with regard to your work 
(again we’ll sit this on Stranger Will but it was present in a lot of the stories in Charactered 
Pieces) do you find the similar conflict, tension in your characters to be that—do they see 
“failing to (or choosing not to) reveal themselves” (something not required, even if 
compassion is being offered) as something crossing into “actual dishonesty”, as though there 
is some “appropriate way” they, as human beings, “ought to respond” and due to their often 
feeling remote from such responses being on guard, somehow always chased and outsider? 

 
I’ve wondered, ever since that day, whether I would have reacted the same (lying to cover my 
confusion over why exactly I was crying) if the person there to receive me wasn’t the “office tuffie.” 
Could I even have become close enough to anyone in the office during those few months to be 
absolutely honest with my own confusion? I doubt it. But I’ll always wonder. 

Was I dishonest? My reaction wasn’t, hunting down someone to hug. But my excuse for the 
hunt, definitely dishonest. This creates the best form of conflict; an internal struggle against the 
uncontrollable, simply because of the social mores against it. A co-worker in an office isn’t supposed 
to cry. But crying is involuntary. Therefore, why shouldn’t someone be allowed to cry without fear? 

But even that conclusion, I feel it’s too simple. It feels like too much of, once again, a therapist 
couch deduction. Humans are capable of acting against impulse…hell, we’ve developed entire 
cultures around that very idea. So the question’s answer is harder to come across. Why can’t we cry 
at work? No. More importantly, Why do we care so much that we can’t cry at work? 
 
 
 

CONFESSION from Pablo D’Stair 

 
Going back about as long a way as possible, I stole think it was thirty dollars from my mom’s purse, 
I was a kid.  Must’ve been…three, four?  Something that young.  Anyway, it was a nab from her 
purse, a twenty and a ten.  Her purse was sitting on the dining room table, I gave the money the 
swipe, tucked it down in my shoe, I believe—yeah, it was my shoe, which is funny to me because of 
other, later crimes of mine when I got older.   

Didn’t take long she realized it was gone, turned herself inside out thinking had she dropped it 
here had she dropped it there—real terrible scene, I just watched, closing up, not even a bit of 
suspicion my way of course, though she did ask, exasperated at one point “Pablo, did you see the 
money I had here earlier, anywhere?” just a frustrated question, though, nothing else.   

What was I going to do at three-years-old with a stolen thirty dollars?   
No idea.  No idea why did I steal it, no memory even of hatching the plan or the swipe itself—

know I did it, but that part is all gone.   
It’s funny, having the money that age—remember going to the Dart Drug and wanting to use it, 

wanting to break the bills for quarters to play Super Mario Bros (the arcade version, different than 
the NES version) remember wandering down each aisle (different times, parents’d let you do that no 
bother) trying to think how would I account for having money. Even thought could I break the 
twenty for ones, trickle them into the mix—seriously, I remember trying to concoct reasonable ways 
to transform the thirty dollars into coins or ones, something it might be legitimate enough I could 
say I found, every now and again.   

Anyway, didn’t come up with shit, just had this thirty for must’ve been a week, two weeks, whole 
matter in the past.   



So, I was sitting on the steps, my older brother (six, seven, eight?... three and a half years older 
than me, either way) and we were just chatting, my mom was up in the bath, bathroom just at the 
top the stairs.  Somewhere in the talking, my brother, being very chummy, conspiratorial, hamming 
up how much he was my brother and all, he asks me did I maybe know something about that money 
had gone missing mom’s purse.  Gestured No I didn’t. But he was a keen one and I probably tensed 
up something obvious, especially to another kid.   

He got in close, told me it was alright, I could tell him, it’d stay between us.  I looked at him.  He 
assured me.  I distinctly, honestly recall the feeling of relief, of camaraderie, of thinking not only 
could I unburden myself, but there was a distinct promise of him helping me out with using the 
money. 

Told him Yes, even felt myself smiling it coming out.   
And before the word was finished, he was standing, calling Mom! and getting up the stairs.   
Mom, Pablo took the money!   
I remember just how everything changed in that moment—how the realization hit me, how 

everything vanished and reformed.   
It’s a misery, the feeling and the odd longing for it—I don’t know, something I think got in me the 

wrong way and I felt obliged to duplicate over and over all through my life. 
 
 

QUESTIONS from Caleb J. Ross 

 
Three years old is an amazing age to have grasped so much. You ask it yourself, “What 
was I going to do at three-years-old with a stolen thirty dollars?” The concept of money 
as desirable item paired with you urge to have it for yourself speaks to the basic idea of 
acquisition. How do you think this idea, on such a basic level, plays into your writing? I 
see so much in your writing of a character having the urge have something, but never 
knowing what it is (Man Standing Behind is a prime example; we never really know what 
Donald wants, or what his ultimate goal is in attaining it). 

 
More and more, I think it’s the primary thing I write about (crime fiction or elsewhere).  But, 
especially in crime fiction, it’s always the idea of “motiveless” which fascinates me, because really, 
really it’s a matter of presentation, the idea of motive.  I mean, if someone in a thriller has a “clear 
motive” like they want to rob a bank or they want to get revenge for X and Y, two things occur to 
me—(one) either it seems false (or forced, at least) like the protagonist-type even in dark crime 
fiction somehow has a “right idea” in his head that due to circumstances has somehow got 
perverted, that “there is something understandable” because it touches on some basic human need, 
that basically “bad guys” or “anti-heroes” are really fundamentally good, just got lost or dealt a bad 
hand or whatever; or else (two) the motive given doesn’t discount the motiveless aspect still 
present—i.e. “I’m going to rob a bank, I need money for X reason” it still doesn’t get away from the 
fundamental…yeah, but why rob a bank, why these specifics, why these actions, what prompted the 
thing in particular.   

Funny thing for me, “motiveless” is just a way of writing about something specifically, in detail, 
because the more in close you get, the more you follow reasoning step-by-step, the more everything 
pans out to be almost absurdist—why I always recommend everyone wants to write anything should 
watch as many episodes of Cops as they can, that’s reality, all about motive revealing itself as the 
mire it is.   



But I’ve sidestepped—directly: Yes, it is my writing.  I am about all of the manifestations of 
motive, but because I don’t think, no matter how it’s sliced, that consciousness is the primary motive 
for anything I write about, it’d be a weakness to explain (in any more detail than I do) certain things. 
You want to know why, just look, that’s all you get in life anyway—someone can say they did X for 
Y reason all they want, but if they were the person behaving so oddly, they’re the last person should 
be turned to for the reason.  
 

I am quite interested in your inability to spend the money once it was taken. Do you 
think being paralyzed was as simple as your age preventing you from understanding the 
basics of a transaction, or do you think there is something deeper there? 

 
Man.  Yeah.  I mean, I knew what a “transaction” was, but I do honestly remember while I walked 
in Dart Drug thinking “How am I going to get the person to let me do a transaction, what’s the 
mechanism?”  

I think the fact that I felt cementedly alone kept me from it, too.   
But mostly, and I’ve thought about this so many times in my life, it’s because I knew that if I spent 

the money, got an object, some concrete thing, I’d have to explain where it’d come from, expound 
on the lie for each trinket.  Really, if I traded the money for a candy-bar, I’d have to hide the candy-
bar—and the candy-bar might even be easier for someone to find, then it’d lead back to the money!   

It was nuts, all of this I remember.  I remember I liked some box of Valentine Cards, I just wanted 
them, but if I had them I wouldn’t be able to enjoy them, do what I wanted with them (whatever 
that was), it was better to just keep the money—spending it got nothing and just vanished the 
potential of having something.   

Which (this occurs to me only after reading the Trevor English stuff so far) is exactly Trevor’s 
mindset.  He’s me when I was three stealing money from my mom—I’ll have to write her a letter 
about that. 
 

Your brother’s eagerness to rat you out intrigues me. Knowing your work the way I do, I 
could assume this event may play a part in the way you deal with paranoia. That which 
you fear (your brother telling on you) was a case of extended, and ultimately realized, 
paranoia. But your characters rarely seem to have their paranoia justified. Are your 
intentions with often withholding the reveal a matter of storytelling, in the sense that 
there is shared tension—between yourself and your characters—in potentially 
unwarranted paranoia? Or, do you suppose there is a Peter Pan, NeverNever Land 
element to having a character that is never really “caught.”  

 
I learned often—and this thing with my brother was one of the earliest most affecting examples—
that there is no real privacy in life, not without making it, hiding something, being vigilant.  I mean, 
at base, everyone knows everything about everyone or can so easily there’s little point hiding it.  A 
tacit agreement in society is “I’ve poked through your shit, but I’m not telling, you’ve poked through 
my shit, don’t tell”: that’s the way things are.   

And this connects to the last part of your question very pointedly—to me, I write about people 
who’ve already “not gotten away with it”, they don’t have anything, they’re caught-as-caught-can-be, 
there’s just no tangible change to identity in it, it doesn’t matter if you’re caught, it matters if 
someone else exercises the control your state of “caughtness” gives them over you.   

Which is why Trevor is someone beguiled by this ability to blackmail—it’s so there, everyone is so 
vulnerable, the only trouble is the person doing the blackmail is equally as vulnerable, especially after 
the blackmail is committed.  It’s always a bad idea, upsetting the agreed equilibrium.   



Not everything one is paranoid about will come to be, but this doesn’t negate the validity of 
paranoia as a whole—I like to write people having to tick-by-tick confront and deal with the 
outcome of a situation and all the endless, horrifyingly banal things that come with it.   

My brother telling on me, it’s something that has happened over and over to me in life (though 
not my brother involved) just always a circumstance will out, “the world will be made of glass” as 
Emerson would say.  There are so many transgressions I’ve made that’ve popped, just like that—and 
thing is, I knew when I was doing them just how they would pop, just hoped they wouldn’t.  And, as 
with my brother, so many of them pop when I open my mouth to someone.  

In my writing this has taken on the status of perpetual existential crisis—I want to confess, but if I 
do I’m doomed; I want intimacy, but to do so I need to confess, need to say “this is me” and have 
someone embrace it.  And there’s nothing you can do about that—you tell someone something, it’s 
up to them now and you can’t trick them into reacting different than how they do.  It’s the 
fundamental thing with crime, with being criminal (in my experience and lay observation)—when it 
boils down to it, everyone will confess because it will become unbearable to not be known for what 
you truly are, to know that no one knows you, you’re adrift, you’re a story you obsesses over that no 
one else cares about. 
 
 


