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 “I wanted the dead twigs to grow into a strong oak with massive limbs. And I would hang 

piñatas from the limbs, life-sized papier-mâché figures: a piñata of my father with his 

flannel work shirt and his beeper and the tissue of his half-face…” 

 
Stop. There he is. Right there: 

It’s a character who pops up from time to time in Eric Thomas’ writing. He’s 
always pretty much the same. Rough hands. Dirty jeans. He’s kind, usually, in a 
gruff and loving sort of way. They’re versions of Thomas’ father, who died when 
the writer was 13. A railroad worker, he was hit by a train. Now Thomas, 25, can’t 
get him out of his mind. 

Although Thomas tends to write in the first person, everything always happens to 
someone else — some dorky kid named Stephen or some writer dealing with a 
bad breakup. Sometimes they come from Nebraska, just like Thomas, and their 
fathers, who always wear overalls, are always dying. 

But Thomas isn’t a memoirist. No; memoirs are just so sentimental, like the 
pages of his journal in the immediate years after his dad’s death. And that’s 
writing he wouldn’t show anyone. His girlfriend — she writes nonfiction. It’s 
sentimental, and it’s about her father’s death, too, and it’s great stuff. But for her. 
Not for Thomas. 

My father is running alongside the moving freight train. His leather work boots are 

sinking into the deep inches of snow. He stomps and stomps, knees high, through the 

snow. His denim overalls are dark and wet around his ankles and calves. It’s cold 

outside, below freezing, and human lungs are moist. My father exhales vapor. His 



breath, like steam, I imagine to be warm — his warm breath on my frozen cheeks and 

his sharp whiskers on my tender face. 

 

The locomotive and my father are moving forward together. They are racing toward the 

iron switch where the steel tracks diverge. My father thinks he can beat the train, reach 

down for the steel lever, nearly 50 pounds, and lift it from the snow and lug it 180 

degrees, hurl it over, switch the tracks, all before the locomotive makes it to this point. 

 

My father and freight train move so slowly. It breaks my heart. 

 

There is too much snow. He will lose this race. 

 
Even when he’s not thinking about his dad, Thomas entertains daydreams about 
leaving the “ivory tower” of academia behind. He closes his eyes, and he thinks 
he’ll strike out for the open road, head back home to Omaha and live the 
romantic life of a simple, blue-collar man. Or maybe go back to work in the record 
store, go back to drinking as much as he did back in undergrad. 

But. Thomas got a 35 on his ACT. He is the youngest person in his class in the 
highly-regarded creative writing doctorate program at MU. He might have that 
scruffy thrift store look, and he might say rapper Notorious B.I.G., rather than 
Dostoyevsky, is one of the best storytellers of all time, but the academic life suits 
him. The ivory tower, like it or not, is his home. At least for now. 

The day of my father’s unexpected death, I awoke to the sound of birds. 

 

Chirpy chirp chirp. 

 

There were no clouds in the sky, and the sun rising over downtown Omaha illuminated 

the blankets of fresh snow. Pristine. Sparkling. And in our living room, the dust seemed 

to hang in the sunlight, as it always does. 

 

I was watching Saturday morning cartoons, shoving spoonfuls of soggy cereal into my 

mouth, when the front doorbell rang. I stopped chewing. 



Peering over the lip of the front door window, I saw a man. He was dressed in overalls 

and flannel, like my father, looking down and running his hands through his thick sweaty 

hair, and when he looked up, I ducked behind the door. 

 
Thomas finds ways out. He hangs out with journalists, who are a little more low 
to the ground than the academic types. He sidles up to the bars of Booches or 
Snappers, steering clear of local hipster hangouts like Ragtag. He writes 
characters who wish the same things: They wish to be farmers. To be railroad 
workers, too. 

His writing tends to be very dry, a tad minimalistic, with humor so deadpanned 
it’s almost sardonic. That there wasn’t enough emotion was one of the major 
criticisms his latest story received in workshop. In the recent story, a young boy’s 
father dies, and soon after he’s struck on the head with a block of wood on the 
stairwell at school. The awkward kid visits a nurse’s office that contains two boys 
suffering from raging erections and a pre-pubescent girl whose official diagnosis 
is “Catholic guilt.” The nurse prescribes him a glittering gold football helmet, 
which stabs and bloodies his head. 
“At a workshop I was surprised no one found it funny,” Thomas says, genuinely 
flabbergasted. “I have a great sense of humor. My writing is full of humor.” 

The editor of the Massachusetts Review agreed, at least. The journal is 
publishing “The Book of Tobin,” a short story Thomas wrote about a guy suffering 
the most bizarre of mid-life crises, in its 50th anniversary edition this fall. As it’s 
the first paycheck he’s ever received for a story, this publication marks the 
beginning of what people will later call Thomas’ writing career. 

When I was a small boy, I used to jump on the bed. And like the monkey in the children’s 

song, I fell off and broke my head. But I felt fine, and I continued jumping and skipping 

and playing like a small boy with dirty socks and a dirty face. But then I felt an itch on my 

head, and after touching the itch, I saw blood on the tips of my fingers. I held my breath, 

confused, and soon terrified. 

 

This is the sudden realization that one is bleeding blood. 



I started sobbing, and then thrusting my broken head into my father’s lap, I begged him 

to take the itch away, take the itch away. … 

 

But my father, he held my bloody, broken head in his lap as he drove me to the 

emergency room. I’ve always felt bad for getting blood on his work jeans. And my father, 

he held my hand as the doctor stapled my broken head back together. 

I tried my hardest not to cry in front of him. 

 
Those workshop comments made him wonder, though, if he had drained his 
writing of something essential. Now he’s trying to invigorate emotion in his work. 
Just a tad, though. In the first years after his father’s death, “it was all really bad 
writing,” Thomas says. “Very sentimental. Maudlin. Very dramatic. Not pleasant 
to read for anyone except for me.” But now, “I’m not writing about death 
anymore. There’s no more writing about funerals; there’s no more writing about 
the day it happened; there are no more wakes or crying mothers or crying 
people. It’s just about everything afterwards.” 

I was sitting on the living room couch, still wearing my pajamas, when Newberry told me 

everything. We were alone. I liked Newberry. 

 

I found his body in the snow, Newberry said. The blood was beautiful…as it spread 

across the snow…soaked through and through. 

 

Like syrup drizzled on pancakes? I asked, swinging my legs in the air. 

 

Exactly, he said, smiling at me. I’ve never seen anything so magnificent. I worked with 

your father for twenty years … but I never saw him looking so … so beautiful. 

 

He stopped. He put his hands in his overalls and looked down at his work boots. 

We listened to the clock ticking on the mantle. 

 

That’s my grandpa’s clock, I said. The railroad gave it to him … for thirty years of 

service. My dad winds it every Sunday. 



Has Thomas always been a writer, even as a kid? The answer would be so easy: 
Yes, he always wrote. Yes, he was born for this. Yes, when you look at his 
mother’s scrapbook, it contains at least a dozen stories never before seen by the 
public, works of fantastically imaginative fiction signed by an 8-year-old Eric 
Thomas. 

But the truth is young Thomas only wrote as often as he had to practice cursive 
or copy things out of his grammar book. Before the day in 1998 his father died, 
he was a cool, calculating, cerebral math nerd through and through. He loved 
physics. He loved science. The clean answers they provided for how the world 
worked soothed him. 

And then that knock on the door, a man asking if his mother was home. 
Confronted with chaos, the whole rational world he had established fell apart. It 
shifted the paradigm with violent force. Recently he had this conversation with his 
mother. He said to her, “If Dad hadn’t been killed, I would probably be studying 
math or science, wouldn’t I?” She answered slowly, and when she did it wasn’t a 
rush of motherly encouragement — “Oh, honey, you were born to do this!” — but 
instead she just told him the truth: “Yes. I think so.” 

Writing was a way to deal. Does that sound too trite? But it gives answers to 
questions physics simply could not begin to satisfy. Writing, at least, 
asks why when trauma hits. 
“Writing is more satisfying on a” — Thomas winces slightly; he knows how this is 
going to sound — “a sublime level, a spiritual level. I mean, that sounds cheesy, 
but when it’s working, it’s beyond anything you could approach in math. You feel 
like you’re floating on something.” 

I am walking along the beach. Omaha, Nebraska is landlocked. But still, I am walking 

along the ocean. The cool Pacific. The frigid Irish Sea. I stare at the sand. I stare at the 

shoes and sandals and the webbed toes of sea gulls, the slime of green seaweed, the 

split condom wrappers, torn open with teeth. And I see my father, in a swimsuit, running 

away from me, kicking up sand with his heels, pulling along a geometric kite made of 

yellow silk. He laughs like a boy, as he looks back to marvel at his kite. 

 

Soon, my father is a speck in the distance. His geometric kite, a yellow speck. 
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