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1982

The Commodore 64 was launched in the year I was born and went 
on to become the best-selling single computer model of all time; 
we wouldn’t own the Commodore ourselves until four or five years 
later, at which point it would become one of the focal points of my 
and my brother’s lives. I’m trying to write an essay for every year 
I’ve been alive, and I started my research on this year by checking 
Wikipedia. I know most facts on the internet are at least a little 
bit false, but if you’ve been online as long as I have, you learn how 
to sort through all the competing lies and assemble the world you 
prefer, like wild birds building their nests from gold foil and bright 
plastics and other especially striking bits of trash. Besides, most of 
the facts I know about my own life are at least a little bit false. What-
ever I tell you about the first six years especially can’t be trusted.

The Wikipedia page for 1982 also includes many details about 
the Falklands War, a war I am familiar with only because of The 
Simpsons episode “Burns’ Heir,” in which Krusty the Clown inter-
rupts his show with breaking news that the Falklands have just 
been invaded. I still barely know anything about the Falklands War 
except that I make it a policy to be skeptical of the group with the 
biggest guns, the thickest body armor, the most money. Throughout 
my childhood, imperial Western powers were fussing with the lives 
of people in South America and North Africa. They were depos-
ing and installing leaders according to their idiosyncratic whims. 
They were brutally murdering dissidents. They were lying about it 
all and pretending to be liberators. We’re living in an era of great 
blowback now; the crimes of my parents’ generation have resulted 
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in the irreversible destruction of the planet, a horrifying refugee 
crisis for which no one will take responsibility, and the rise of fas-
cism throughout the Western world. I was not concerned about 
colonialism then; I focused mostly on consumption and excretion. 
You can’t blame me for this. A baby’s curiosity only extends so far.

When you’re a baby, you’re not thinking about terrorism or 
rising sea levels or the destruction of coral reefs. You’re thinking 
about your mother’s face, latching on to that familiar sight that 
makes you smile, and as a result, makes her smile, no matter how 
tired she is. You are a source of constant joy, except when you’re 
not. Your mom loves you so much and you’ve done nothing to 
deserve it, and you will spend a lifetime trying to prove you’re wor-
thy. The Falklands have been invaded. You are hungry. It’s all hap-
pening at the same time. 

Though I did comparatively very little in 1982, it is fair to note 
here that one thing I did do was emerge, a living being, from my 
mother’s womb. I grew and learned to smile and began to crawl 
and ate solid foods and sprouted nubs of teeth from inside my 
own skull. My mom says I was a good baby. I was her second son, 
but, I learned many years later, not her second pregnancy. Women 
were having miscarriages all the time, but nobody talked about it. 
Women have to live two lives, one in public and one in private; if 
these lives intersect, that’s when men start to get angry. 

There is a picture of me at one month old, being held by my 
grandfather—the war hero, the man who personally killed a dozen 
Nazis in a single morning. My dad’s father was already dead, due 
to complications from alcoholism. My mom’s father would be 
dead soon too: colon cancer. I was named after both of them, and 
legally I am Walter Thomas, though my parents always called me 
Tom, a minor discrepancy I find myself explaining to anyone who 
reads my name on an official form. Sometimes friendly strangers 
behind desks will call me Walt and I won’t respond because I for-
get it’s my name. For some reason when I was in sixth grade peo-
ple started taunting me by chanting the name Walter and for some 
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reason it made me so angry that I tackled one of my best friends 
in the school parking lot and had every intention of smashing his 
face into the asphalt had I not been restrained. The things that can 
upset you when you’re young are so stupid, but that doesn’t make 
them any less upsetting.

The 1982 edition of Best American Short Stories includes a story by 
James Ferry memorably titled “Dancing Ducks and Talking Anus.” 
It is the only story he ever published. The way academia worked 
then, he could have gotten a tenured job in an MFA program some-
where if he’d just published two more stories. Then he could have 
squatted on that job for the next 35 years, maybe evolving and 
experimenting in his writing and his teaching, or maybe becoming 
a resentful, power-hoarding crank who never learned the names 
of his younger colleagues or updated his syllabus after 1991. I’ve 
been in academia for 21 years, on a series of one-year contracts 
at the same school (our provost recently sent a school-wide email 
encouraging us to “work together” as the school works to “right 
size” our faculty over the next five to seven years). The tenured 
faculty member in the office next to mine has spoken to me exactly 
one time, when he barged into my office and said, “Hey, you work 
here, right?” He’s rude, but he is perceptive. He wanted me to agree 
with him that he was being unfairly accused of bullying his col-
leagues. He told me it was all bullshit and assumed I agreed. I nod-
ded, and he left. He’s very well respected in his field, which does 
not give him permission to treat people like shit. That’s a simple 
concept a lot of people don’t understand. 

I think of James Ferry often, wondering what qualifies as writ-
ing success, and whether that one triumph of his was worth the 
years of frustration, rejection, uncertainty. By almost any measure, 
I have had a successful run as a writer. I’ve gone to a prestigious 
grad school, published three books and dozens of short stories and 
essays. Still, most days, when I check my email, I feel a little twinge 
somewhere deep in my soul, worrying that today is the day they’re 
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going to cut me off. Someone is going to write and tell me that, 
on behalf of all writers across the globe, I’ve been ordered to stop 
immediately. Time to step aside and let someone new have a shot. 

This business is not a competition, but I forget that sometimes. 
I’ve talked about all of this before—in my classes and on Twit-

ter and on my podcast and to my wife and to myself. Even as I am 
accumulating new stories, I am mostly repeating the same old ones 
in perpetuity. It used to bother me at family gatherings when older 
relatives relayed the same stories they’ve told a hundred times, so 
we could all build to a familiar punchline and react as if it was the 
first time we’d ever heard it. As I get older, I am learning to appre-
ciate the virtue of repetition, of revising our histories and trying 
again to view them in a new light. Had I encountered the story of 
James Ferry in my mid-twenties, just after grad school, I would 
have traveled down to the crossroads myself and sold my soul on 
the spot for a story in Best American. Now all I can think about is the 
harsh comedown from the acceptance and the blur of success. The 
way the rest of his writing life didn’t measure up to what he might 
have expected.

 
There’s one more fact here that I have to mention. 1982 is the year 
LauraBeth, my wife, was born. We didn’t know each other then. 
She was a baby too, and babies only are allowed to know the people 
their parents or guardians introduce them to. We wouldn’t meet 
for another 18 years, but is there any more important development 
in my life? Her birth is the event that shapes everything that fol-
lows. She wishes I wouldn’t write about her so much, in so many 
different venues. But I don’t know what else to write about. This 
is my life. She’s the reason that, whatever happens in the interim, 
I am doing relatively okay. Which in itself is an achievement. You 
show up in this place one day, helpless, and for a long time you stay 
helpless, and the only thing you can do is find good people to lean 
on while you figure the rest out. 
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