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Abstract 

 

The Lil’ Bastard’s Guide to Love: How to Rub One out in Your Crush’s 

Bathroom and Destroy the Evidence 

 

 

 

 

Stephanie Elaine Shasteen, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor:  Judith Kroll 

 

The Lil’ Bastard’s Guide to Love is a compilation of poems I have written during 

two years of study in the creative writing program at the University of Texas.  These 

poems mostly concern themselves with love.  They also deal with the inadequacies of 

naming and language, and coming to terms with the fact that sometimes the best thing 

you can do is to not ruin everything with words.  Words will disappoint you sometimes,  

but they are necessary, so at least try to be square with people if you absolutely must say 

something.  As George Carlin put it, “You can't be afraid of words that speak the truth. I 

don't like words that hide the truth. I don't like words that conceal reality. I don't like 

euphemisms or euphemistic language. And American English is loaded with 

euphemisms.”       
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Winter Break in Wisconsin 

The curtains pull with the whir of the heater  

while my highball glass sweats on the nightstand. 

 

His chest is flushed and he is asleep,  

I put my hand where his hair is darkest and curled. 

 

I am reminded of instructions I’d received once: 

Touch edges gently with a gloved hand to overcome  

 

toughness of cold.  Finger tips only, please. 

I am also reminded of last February--it was seventy 

 

degrees out and sunny.  His eyes were blue, 

I asked him a question to which the answer was no. 

 

When I asked him why, he said he’d tell me  

once he’d had more time to think about it.  So, 

 

I dropped him off at the airport and he did eventually 

call and somewhere in the middle of choking out 

 

an explanation, his hot water heater burst in the attic 

and he had to go fix it.  He came back, we finished 
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talking, but I don’t remember what he said.   

I remember telling him I would 

 

act like this whole thing never happened 

and I did— 

 

Words just mess things up, they really do. 

But this, this is perfect.  It’s perfect and perfect and yes.  

 

Outside, people are skating on Lake Mendota.   

At times, the wind has its way with them, and they fall. 
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The Hockey Player 

It was the year he chipped his left incisor. 

The year he overfilled his waffle iron 

three nights in a row, and took residence 

in a studio whose walls were thinner, 

and whose neighbors made love loud. 

It was the year he fell in love with Kieslowski,  

cut his hair to match his 

drivers license photo and decided that it was okay 

to hug his cat if he hadn’t seen anyone that day. 

The year he bought a $230 suit for a date to the opera, 

took up hockey again, and started a subscription  

to jizzonmyglasses.com.  It was the year he lost 

his job when he showed up 2 hours late 

because he’d hit a dog and couldn’t stop crying 

while he waited for the people whose number 

was on the collar to show up.  It was the year he learned  

that no matter how many hours you spend,  

or how many times look up from your dinner to smile  

when you sense them looking, or how many  

times you pick up the phone or the tab, or help them 

carry their things up three flights of stairs after 

driving across town to see them, that sometimes,  

in an act of cartoonish supervillainy, an ambulance 
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and a woman with 2 screaming babies will pass by 

 

at exactly the moment you were going to say something.  
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A Poem for Best Friends at the Airport 

The plastic cups are my favorite part-- 

the way the steward hands one to me, 

my Screwdriver brimming yellow  

in its little Southwest Airlines cup. 

 

Thanks to the screwdriver and the always 

relentlessly cheery sun, I relax a bit, 

frightened little hedgehog prodded open 

with a stick made of sunshine and vodka.   

 

I want to talk to the woman next to me, 

mostly because she is older and I haven’t 

flown in years.  Years.  But I really, really, 

want to see you so here I am on the plane.   

 

I just need someone to tell me it’s okay. 

That’s it.  If she could just tell me the plane 

won’t crash and they won’t find my body 

completely dismantled.  I worry too much,  

 

it’s true.  Did I ever tell you I love you?   

Is it cheesy that I’m thinking of this while 

I worry about my plane going down and down 
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and oh thank god the plane has landed.  

 

Before I know it I’m halfway down the footbridge 

spackled with gum and ticket stubs.  Been  

gunning it straight from the baggage claim,  

I mean really peeling out of there and at the very moment  

 

I practically punch a hole through the glass door to get out 

there you are!  I don’t even have time to check my skirt  

before you’ve stepped out of your black Honda and 

you’re there!  You’re there and your lips, your smile, 

 

go punch punch punch on my throat while Time Stand Still  

almost too appropriately blasts from your car as we hug,  

and you take my suitcase and without skipping a beat,  

you suggest road head as thanks for the ride and  

 

I tell you to go fuck yourself. 
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Good Morning, Sam 

Good morning, shoes.  Good morning 

 

 birch brown box full up  

 

with letters.  Good morning  

 

 thermostat, graffiti-tagged 

 

fence post outside my window.  I hope 

 

 hope hope for snow and the sound 

 

of cars and buses puffing through the cold, 

 

 little eyes peering through damp wool.   

 

I think I’ll give Sam a buzz, hey Sam, 

 .   

thought I’d say hello, is all.   

 

You left a sock in my couch, is all. 

 

 But maybe some other time. 
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It’s so nice today, so really, who cares about  

 

anything, much less jawing about 

 

things that can wait to be said    

 

until I see you next time, if at all. 

 

Oh Sam, Sam, Sam 

  

 you’re my main man. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 9 

Shower 

You’ve been in my shower for a really long time now, 

which of course makes me wonder.  It’s 9am, 

we only just went to bed at 5 and I hope you’re doing 

what I think you’re doing lá-as, uh-huh. 

 

I have to pee.  Or I want to have to pee, 

or forget or not know in the first place 

that you’re in there.  A kid willfully 

slamming her trike into a tree 

just to see what would happen. 

 

The water’s still running and I’ve begun  

scheming out on the futon where I slept  

last night since I let you take my bed 

which is too small for you, Mr. 6’3”, 

but neither of us thought of that at 5am. 

 

What were we thinking then except… 

no, that was probably just me.  Uh-huh. 

Thought I’d just follow you in there 

and you’d know the score.  Think I’ll follow 

you into the bathroom.  Wait, I need an excuse: 

I walk in to get my toothbrush.  Oopsie! 
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You were in here?  Don’t mind me. 

beat skip throws out hip flips hair 

or do, I wouldn’t mind so much if you minded a lot. 

 

Then she bursts through the door. 

Il y a du sex, mon petit ami? 

Uhhh… 

His just-slammed-his-trike-into-a-tree stunned silence was unacceptable 

so she slapped him across the face 

and that was all the encouragement he needed. 

Oui. 

 

Pardon me, sir, but I’ve given this a lot of thought. 

You’re moving in a week and you’ll be far, far away 

and—and then before she could finish he understood 

and they understood each other for roughly 

30 minutes, or 40 if you count the time they took to shower. 

 

So it was that I sat on the futon thinking 

but not moving until the water stopped.  Tant pis. 

Oh good morning sets down magazine she was  

pretending to read.  Did you sleep okay? 
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Wet Cement 

I rode the city, I rode 

the light rail.  I smiled, 

I thought, who could 

be sad at a time like this, 

even the lost shoelace 

and the stray cats  

and the graffiti on the drugstore 

wall that I always thought 

was so hideous is so happy  

for me. 

 

I always wondered what I’d do 

if I found you, wet 

cement.  Sitting by yourself 

in the sun, surrounded 

by orange cones.  I  

take a swig from my orange 

soda.  It must be a sign, 

so I shimmy up a little 

closer to sit in the grass 

beside you. 

 

Tu veux ou tu veux pas, 
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I think that’s what I’ll write 

Doubt, you are just small 

enough to fit between my teeth; 

I’ll shake my head,  

your neck will break.    
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Shooting the Elephant 

Let’s get straight to the point… 

Dark chocolate bars and raspberries break  

like dandelions across my tongue.    

 

All day I’ve been getting sucker punched  

by thoughts of naked you, naked me, your glasses,  

your discretion, your whatever thrown out the window. 

 

Lucky and stupid, your laughter like static,  

like the pop and shower of icicles.    

You were always such a shy guy. 

 

Even once you decided that to get down to business,  

and all the clothes came off,  

and the sheets flew,  

there was a stutter in everything.   

Eyes big without your glasses on,  

something something on your tongue. 

 

Geez, I started to get nervous for you. 

you needed a good shove, so I blurted out  

something so filthy about where you could stick it, 

it made the ends of my pigtails curl. 
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Harmless Sociopaths 

Our Lovely Heroine sticks her hand in the freezer, carefully peels away,  

corner by corner, the wax paper that surrounds the chocolaty  

square graham cracker casing of her much beloved ice cream sandwich 

while, just down the street, Tall Dark and Handsome cleans his retainer 

and pops it into place as he has every night for the past seven years. 

If it’s not ice cream or retainers, it’ll be the vinyl records, trips  

to the video store, the stove top that just won’t come clean, 

that gives one of them pause, and all the little pauses  

start to add up and you better believe they’re both keeping track. 

If it’s not any of those things it’ll be the cathedral Heroine constructed  

entirely from glass soda bottles she drank all by herself that’ll  

take Handsome’s breath away. And if it’s still not any those things,  

it’ll be the way Handsome’s carpet always has that freshly vacuumed smell 

or the way they both love cello concertos and perfectly sliced strawberries 

and the feel of silk blindfolds over their eyes and nylon ropes 

around their wrists as Heroine whispers something into Handsome’s ear.  
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Gradual 

Two empty drink glasses. 

Azaleas unopened by the sink.   

 

Accordion love.  One-sided.   

Left ventricle on the long beat. 

 

I read your letter again. 

Tongue the last bits of ice from my glass. 

 

Bedded hope.   

Both drinks are mine. 

 

I pull your words apart 

at the margin.  Push them off the page. 

 

They cluster like salt, 

like hair in the cracks of my floor. 
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Making Faces 

I was in the shower 

when you called.   

Towel-damp and flustered 

I tumbled into bed and dialed 

you back.  Got no reply. 

Never have I so nervously 

peeled an orange, as when waiting 

for you to call back, your voice  

playing back on my answering machine,  

bits of rind feathering the space 

between my knees on the bed. 

 

I’m watching the weather 

when you finally call back. 

Dave and I broke up, you say. 

Words like respect and him,  

love and each other come up a lot. 

I begged him: don’t leave me, I’ll do anything,  

just please don’t leave me.   

 

And how could he?   

Why would anyone? 

Never are we so sure of love 
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as when, walking by the bathroom,  

we see the love of our life 

making faces at himself in the mirror while he pees.   
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Super Cuts, or This is What Happens When You Don’t Listen to Me 
and Vice Versa 

I can’t believe you cut your hair, 

you dumb bastard.  Don’t 

 

take this the wrong way, you look 

swell, and I’m not yelling at you, 

 

but I thought you’d let it grow out 

for once.  At least just a little.   

 

I know I told you how lucky you are  

to have hair like you do.  If you think  

 

I’m overreacting, let me just remind you,  

I never once complained all those times  

 

you teased the hell out of me, or when you didn’t 

send a postcard when you moved away. 

 

Mostly what I remember isn’t how often 

I wanted to sock you right in your stupid mouth 

 

but the times when you stopped being a bastard 

long enough to take me to dinner with your hair brushed 
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and your blue shirt ironed cause you thought I’d like it.  

I know you hate moments like these, when I turn into 

 

Little Miss Emotional Steam Shovel, noisily at work,  

pulling levers, turning everything over and over, 

 

but I’m on a roll here and I really  

can’t help it that I miss your smelly face 

 

and your way of saying some things so quietly 

I couldn’t even hear you until later when 

 

you’d ask why I never answered.   
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Why I’m Not a Doctor 

At the hospital they can swap hearts like red 

velvet cake recipes, tie knots in your veins 

to divert the flow of blood from here to there. 

  

I mull this over a glass of ice water, and turn 

the page to the next article, swallow, 

turn, and swallow again.   

  

I can’t keep reading because I’ve begun  

to imagine the kind of person, of doctor, 

who would subscribe to this magazine. 

  

I imagine whole groups of them, actually, 

that meet every Sunday over brunch, laughter  

spilling from their mouths like clusters of grapes. 

  

And then the game they play, a cross between 

a fox hunt and an Easter egg hunt.  Look, 

I found a sternum in the heather, one might say.  

  

Or, tally ho, old boy, the syphilis patient 

is getting away, another might call out 

as they spur their horse over the hedge. 
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Maybe the one who finds the most body parts 

hidden around the country club gets 

to sponsor the next member, probably 

  

his son, whose picture will one day 

be displayed on the mantel, a spinal cord  

this long dangling from his hand. 
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Pony Factory 

Aren’t y’tired of losing?  Of not-having?   

Of nearly having and nearly nearly having? 

Of nearly nearlying yerself half mad, until, say, 

you wished you were a dragonfly?  Maybe not  

that you were a dragonfly, but just living  

on acres of land with a natural pond over  

which water bugs skate and dragonflies zip? 

 

Okay, we’re getting ahead of ourselves, here.   

If you’re already willing yourself to a new life, 

your troubles must have you hemmed in pretty deep. 

Odds are, after months of not-sleeping, you’re here 

to figure out how to go about getting what you don’t have, 

and are not ready to change what it is you want, yet.  You’re still in the  

wish-I-got-that-pony-I-always-wanted-phase. 

 

Well, isn’t it high time you marched right up to the pony  

factory where they’re keeping buckets and buckets of ponies 

and pounded loudly on the door and let ‘em have it: 

I’ve come about my pony, you son of a bitch! 

 

Your wish-I-was-out-of-debt pony. 

Your finally-got-to-travel-out-of-the-country pony. 



 23 

Your I’m-no-longer-beset-by-heartache-and-thoughts-of-the-unrequited-heart-of-

my-heart pony. 

Your this-is-actually-a-pony-and-I-brush-it-every-day pony. 

 

The man at the pony factory will probably come out, 

furrow his brow at you, and tell you you’re off your camber, 

at which point you will work yourself into a lather, the likes 

of which will never be seen again on this earth as you scream, 

camber isn’t even a word, asshole!  The boss man is ignorant, but 

camber is a real word, and security will escort you outside 

while your anger gives way to gentle, mucousy sobbing. 

 

This is about as far as I’ve been able to get, myself. 

I don’t know how many times you can, without success, 

demand that your pony be relinquished to you  

before you forget why you even wanted it in the first place, 

and, kicking the dirt with a new pair of boots you bought 

to make yourself feel better, finally proclaim,  

I abjure, and take a sip from your orange soda. 
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Organizational Skills 

Orange soda in glass 

bottles, monocles,  

Icelandic pixie women, 

fog, pine trees, porches, 

ringing brass wind 

chimes, thunderstorms,  

throwing dictionaries 

at the wall, cracked spines 

of books, kick drums, 

museums, bone collections, 

blue eyes.  I collect all these things  

on good faith.  I carry them all with me 

regardless of the condition, order, 

or mood in which they were received, 

and pay no mind if I set the watermelons 

on top of the chicken eggs. 

 

Oh, rage!  Oh, happiness!   

often I have confused the two of you: 

like a girl who punches her darling lover in the mouth, 

I can’t always sort myself out. 
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The Lil’ Bastard’s Guide to Love: How to Rub One out in Your Crush’s 
Bathroom and Destroy the Evidence 

The first part is easy.  Especially if you live far, far away and  

are just visiting her on her  birthday  

and happen to be watching porn together. 

You don’t have to be watching porn, but it helps-- 

something like Pirates II, that’s too self-consciously goofy to really get you off, 

especially since irony is so hot these days. 

 

And the irony is key, as is avoiding eye contact 

because the second you look her in the eye, 

something’s going to mouse its way in  

through the cracks in your heart’s floorboards.   

Ka-thump ka-thump ka-thump ka-thump  

and Wowee zowee!  A feeling heretofore kept at bay 

snuck into your camp because you looked her in the eye  

and hadn’t adequately guarded yourself with love-seeking missiles. 

 

And you alone know why it’s so important to keep this all a secret, 

why you enjoy the self-lacerating pleasures of knowing her 

and of always being at the cusp of “knowing her” in the biblical sense 

but then breathing into your Brown Paper Panic Bag  

and beating a hasty retreat before your cover’s blown.   

The writers of this book are not here to ask questions,  

we’re just here to help you get away with a victimless crime.  
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Which leads us to the next step.   

Excuse yourself from the porno viewing to “brush your teeth.”   

We don’t need to tell you what to do once you’re in the bathroom. 

Whew!  Once it’s safe to come back to the TV, and to her, 

tell her exactly what you just did because it will sound 

so hyper-plausible she’ll write it off as a joke appropriate to the situation. 

 

That’s it. 

That’s how you destroy the evidence 

that you Love Her in the First Degree  

and are afraid of what might happen1 to the friendship  

you’ve both enjoyed for so long if she believed, 

even for one second, perhaps while you hugged her goodbye 

and said you would miss her, 

that you weren’t joking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 It is advisable to give her a really awesome birthday present, just to keep your options open 
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