
 

 

Insights on Rooming House  
By Charlie Parr 

 

When I was a kid I nailed a number "2" to my bedroom door and  
announced to my family that I dived in apartment two and that now we were neighbors. 

This kind of thing happens more often than we'd like to think. 
The desire to make neighbors out of families. 
The desire to make families from neighbors. 

Certainly not all the time. 
Certainly not for everyone. 

What's considered normal may be fluid. 
I know people who don't have doors. 

Or windows. 
I've heard people say, in all seriousness, that if they were in jail at least they'd be warm. 

I know people who can't afford to see a doctor. 
I've heard them talking about "toughing it out,”  

or seeking advice about home remedies that will never work. 
The internet has a lot of ideas about health care. 

I have a friend who knows someone who does his own dental work. 
Can you feature it? 

I can barely cut my own hair, looking into a mirror and holding a pair of scissors. 
It's impossible to get it to come out straight. 

What if it were more than a toothache? 
Pointing to part of your body to show where it hurts but it's inside where your finger can't 

point to, and you can't imagine what it looks like in there. 
A doctor would have a better idea, but not over the phone. 

Each step in the process costs more than you have. 
They have doctors in jail. 

At least there I can see a doctor. 
The safety net is laughable, a net with holes large enough to lose entire neighborhoods 

through has nothing to do with safety. 
The folks here, in this record, they know about that net. 

They've tumbled through it time and time again. 
They've held on to the edge, trying not to fall through,  

working long-hour jobs for short pay. 
Unaffordable insurance premiums. 

Unavoidable illnesses. 
It's not healthy to worry all the time. 

It's not healthy to skip meals. 
This happens more often than we'd like to think. 



Folks make do. 
These folks ended up here together, huddled under a roof covering tiny rooms and a 

community kitchen and community bathrooms and rent they could actually afford. 
Now it's a neighborhood. 

My room is my house – my whole house – and the hallway outside my door  
is the street. 

My own mother was raised in a single-room home, the roof covering eight souls. 
Her private space consisted of a drawer in a bureau she shared with her siblings. 

Her socks had more privacy than she did. 
She used to say, "When I was little, we made do." 

While the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl raged just outside. 
The Great Depression feels claustrophobic to me because of my mother's stories. 

She used the word "neighbor" as a verb. 
We neighbored with people. 

We were occupied with the activity of neighboring. 
Neighbors can help make do. 

Someone knows how to fix the cars. 
Hand-me-downs come from everywhere. 

One neighbor cuts people's hair in their kitchen. 
Another one is good at repairing small appliances. 

We all come outside when the tornado siren goes off,  
and when we're certain it's going to be bad we all help each other get to safety. 

Is that naive? 
I don't care. 

I know their names, I want them to be safe. 
I've lived in small spaces surrounded by other small spaces. 

I've had glimpses of another way of life. 
I've lived in small spaces on top of small spaces. 

I've met people who say things like this: "At least it's warmer in jail." 
Or, "Three hots and a cot." 

Out of desperation. 
The Great Depression reminds me of claustrophobia. 

My mother's stories about those times always feel that way. 
But these days feel that way too. 

At least the stories that I hear feel that way. 
And the hardest times are worse if you're alone. 
And being that alone feels like claustrophobia. 

My own mother was raised in a single-room home, the roof covering eight souls. 
Her private space consisted of a single drawer in a bureau. 

One bureau for the house. 
Her socks had more privacy than she did. 

I've lived in small spaces underneath other small spaces. 
But not like that. 

My room is my house – my whole house – and the hallway outside my door  
is the rest of the world. 
But the room is mine. 



When I was a kid I nailed a number "2" to my bedroom door. 
I got that number at the hardware store, with my allowance. 

I told my family that I lived in apartment two and that we were now neighbors. 
My dad suggested that my rent was due. 

His Great Depression story was one of movement. 
A story of running. 

Another kind of claustrophobia, I think. 
The story here in this record feels claustrophobic to me. 

It was only going to be about one person but I couldn't stand it. 
Being isolated becomes unhealthy. 
Illness and isolation can be fatal. 

I needed to write him some friends, a family he would've chosen if he'd had a choice. 
This must happen more than we realize. 

It must happen a lot. 
Some folks don't have the benefit of any kind of family. 

Even fictional families. 
Someone to know their name and to care if they're safe or not. 

Empathy aids in healing. 
But it's not always easy to come by, and some folks believe that empathy is weakness. 

Or even sinful. 
But that's not true. 

These characters practice empathy, I wrote them just so they would do that. 
The hardest times are worse when you're alone. 

I must admit, though, that sometimes my best friends can lead me astray. 
Innocently. 

But my imagination is worse,  
and in my imagination there are no opportunities for debate. 

At least my friends can be diplomatic. 
My imagination is despotic. 

It always thinks it's right. 
If I thought I could fix my own teeth with glue and bits of plastic  

and no one was around to dissuade me? 
I can see where that might happen. 

I've been that alone before. 
Things can get distorted when there's no one else around to talk about it with. 

It's not a bad idea to get a second opinion. 
If your friends are empathetic, that is, and not mean. 

But true friends won't be mean, will they? 
Sometimes, maybe. 

It still might be better to bounce those ideas off of your neighbors than to trust yourself 
when you've been alone for days with a toothache. 
Even the guy down the street I've only nodded at. 

I bet he'd say, "No ... no, no, I don't think that's such a good idea." 
Sometimes, though, the people around you will agree that it's not a terrible idea. 

Sometimes even a large crowd will agree that it's a damn good idea. 



There's a collective mind, maybe, that takes over when you live within a group of people 
in dose quarters and rarely interact with anyone outside the group. 

Like a cult. 
Like a hive. 

So that kind of negates the positive impacts of group debate,  
I suppose, at least in this case. 
Meanwhile, back at square one. 

This kind of thing must happen more often than we realize. 
Groups of people can be isolated. 

Even large groups. 
Entire populations might be isolated. 
Being isolated becomes unhealthy. 

They might decide on some crazy, outlandish rigamarole and  
all agree that it's actually perfectly sensible. 

That makes sense, history certainly bears it out. 
Maybe this record is about a group like that,  

a group who rarely interacts with anyone outside of their group, outside of their house. 
And they might agree that terrible ideas are good ideas. 

When you're trying to help a friend and there's actually nothing you can do  
but you need to do something, right? 

Anything at all. 
Tiny things are important. 

Even symbolic, when there aren't any other options. 
When you know there aren't any other options, you might make some kind of a gesture 

just to be able to do something. 
These folks here, they know it's not going to come out alright. 

But they need to do something. 
I've heard people say, "Well, I’ll just do [this thing]." 

Meaning, "I know this isn't going to help." 
Being helpless is a horrible feeling. 

But a meaningless gesture in the face of helplessness isn't meaningless at all. 
Tiny things are important. 

You could say that the tiniest things are the most important things of all. 
What are you made of? 

Tiny things. 
This record is a tiny thing, too. 
And meaningless, in its way. 

But I did it anyway, because I felt like I needed to do something. 
Because I felt helpless. 

I thought, "Well, I’ll just do this, then." 
It must happen all the time. 

This must happen more often than we'd like to think. 
Listen: in an emergency I'm sure I'd know what to do. 

In the moment, some kind of overdrive will kick in,  
some hidden well of powerful strength. 

Mothers-lifting-cars kind of strong. 



Mothers-doing-mother-things kind of strong. 
In a crisis, I mean, not every day. 

I'm not strong every day like mothers are strong every day. 
But mothers have even more strength ready, in an emergency, you know. 

What is the emergency though? 
I'm not trapped under a car. 

Maybe I'm sick. 
Maybe it's not obvious to anyone else. 

But it's still a crisis. 
I've heard people say, in all seriousness, that if they were in jail at least they'd be warm. 

I know people who can't afford to see a doctor. 
I've heard people say, "She doesn't look sick." 

Or "I've never heard of that." 
Point to a part of your body to show where it hurts  

but it's inside where your finger can't point to. 
Ask someone to look where you're pointing. 

These folks here, in this record, have no idea what's wrong. 
Or how to help. 

They are sick with the longing to make everything better. 
And they can't. 

Tiny things are important. 
This house could be anywhere. 

These things could happen to anyone. 
There is only one thing. 

Is that naive? 
I don't care. 

There is only one thing. 
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