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PART I 

STORIES
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When They Fight Back 

 “Stop pulling on it, please.” 

 “What’s the matter, honey? Are you tired?” 

 “No, not really.” 

 “Are you sick?” 

 “Nope.” 

 “Well, then what’s the matter?” 

 “I don’t know. Stop that! I told you to quit pulling on it. I’m not a cow. You’re not going 

to get something if you keep pulling on it long enough. It’s not an utter, you know.” 

 “Do you wanna get behind me?” 

 “Why, so I can kneel there and shake my flaccid pecker like I just got done taking a piss? 

Unless you got a penis sized defibrillator, nothing’s happening tonight. My dick is D.O.A.” 

 

 The way I’ve come to see it, my cock hasn’t worked right since I stopped writing stories 

about my ex-girlfriend. I don’t think she took it well, so she decided to get back at me the only 

way she could, by making the old bean flipper shrivel up and die. At first I thought she had put 

some sort of voodoo curse on me, but now I know different. Her attack on my manhood was 

much more sneaky and much more sinister. She came after me through my writing. Well, it 

wasn’t actually her that came after me; it was more like the version of her that I created in my 

stories. Doesn’t matter, though, the fictional her that I wrote is based on the actual bitch that she 

is, so their actions tend to mimic each other. Either way, the fictional her didn’t like that she 

wasn’t being written about any more, so she stole my boners. Metaphorically speaking of course.   
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Dear Aaron Anderson,  

First off, I would like to point out that your talents as a writer leave much to be 

desired. Although, you are scarcely a page into this story, you have already 

asked me for too much. In order to enjoy, or even continue reading, this story, I 

must agree to suspend belief and resolve myself to a set of circumstances I 

cannot, in good faith, consider plausible. I believe this is much too forward of 

you. It would be in much better taste if you were to gradually reveal the level to 

which your dementia has escalated. As it stands now, I do not have the 

necessary faith in you to believe that the fictional incarnation of your ex-

girlfriend is reaching out from the great literary beyond to render you impotent. 

I suspect it is far more likely that whatever mind altering drugs you have surely 

been taking are the cause of your lethargic member. That being said, I’ve got 

nothing better to do at the moment, so I’ll bear with you for a few more pages.  

 Sincerely,  

  A Disgruntled, Impatient Reader  

  

 Well, that was certainly unpleasant. My impatient reader could have had the decency to 

wait until I was done to call me a hack. It would have been nice to bask under the blissful 

umbrella of ignorance for a while longer, but what the hell, at least I know someone out there is 

reading this story. And just for the record, I am not nearly as demented as my reader may think. I 

can also guarantee that at this specific moment in time, I am under the influence of no mind 

altering drugs. What I said about my fictional ex-girlfriend is absolutely true. I can’t say for sure 

yet if she is in cahoots with my actual ex-girlfriend, but it wouldn’t surprise me. After all, they 
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are basically the same person. One just happens to exist in dimension with a bit more depth, 

that’s all.  

None the less, I cannot ignore the fact that my reader is having some trouble buying into 

my story, so I’ll do my best to address that concern. Here goes. Fiction, in the hands of the 

wrong writer, is one of the most dangerous mediums in the world. Especially if that writer is 

prone to rambling, first person narratives that blur the line between what happens in the pages of 

a book and what goes on in real life. Since writers must go to great lengths to make themselves 

believe what they write, it is often easy for them to confuse fact and fiction. Just the other day, I 

got into an argument that illustrates my point superbly. I was having a beer with my old pal, 

Manny Edgington, when the subject of his nickname, Todd Welles, came up. He was trying 

unsuccessfully to think of the name, Captain Nemo, and I was trying to help him.  

“You know who I’m talking about, he’s that dude that wears a turbine and has a kick ass 

boat.” 

“You’re gonna have to give me more to work with than that.” 

“Shit, Aaron, it’s on the tip of my tongue, but I just can think of it.” 

“Is he a character from a book or a movie?” 

“He’s from a book, but I know they’ve made movies about him.” 

“Do you know the author’s name?” 

“I think I used to, but I must have forgotten it.” 

“Do you know the name of the movie?” 

“No, but come to think of it, the boat is more of a submarine, and it goes way the hell 

down. Farther down that fucking boat in The Hunt for Red October.” 

“Like 20,000 leagues down?” 
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“Yeah, exactly like that.” 

“I think you’re talking about Captain Nemo.” 

“Yeah, that’s him. That’s they guy.” 

“Dude, that book is by H.G. Welles. How the hell could you not know his name?” 

“I don’t know. I guess I just forgot it.” 

“How could you forget it? Your nickname is Todd Welles.” 

“So? Same last name, big deal.” 

“Manny, you got the nickname Todd Welles from reading a shit load of H.G. Welles 

books when you were a kid. That’s where your nickname comes from.” 

“No it doesn’t.” 

“Yes it does.” 

“No, Aaron, it doesn’t. My nickname comes from loving Orson Welles, not H.G. 

Welles.” 

“C’mon, Manny. It’s alright that you forgot his name. We’ve had a few beers, but don’t 

try to bullshit me about it.” 

“Um, sorry, Aaron, but I think you’re the one confused. I believe you’re thinking of a 

story you wrote where you attributed my nickname to H.G. Welles because you wanted me to be 

an adventurous character with an overactive imagination. 

“I don’t believe you.” 

“Fine, don’t believe me. Go read the story for yourself. It’s the one about the 

handicapped kid with the speech impediment.” 
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I’ll admit, even I didn’t believe it at first. I know I’d used Todd Welles as a sidekick for 

my literary persona, Harlin Anderson, in a lot of stories, but it didn’t seem possible that I could 

confuse the details of his existence with that of my actual friend. Sure enough, once I got home 

and checked out my archives, Manny proved to be right. Everything I’d said to him at the bar 

was a mirror image of what I’d written in my story. That got me to thinking. If something as 

minute and harmless as that can slip out of a story and into my subconscious, what are the major 

details, the really traumatic moments capable of? In this particular case, I’m inclined to believe 

that my ex-girlfriend, who was both a major pain in the ass and a traumatic experience, has crept 

out of my fiction and put the lock down on Mr. Willy.  

I know this literary teleportation is entirely within the realm of possibility because I do it 

all the time. It usually happens around my current girlfriend, the one I can’t have sex with at the 

moment. We’ll be watching TV at home on the couch or out at a restaurant somewhere and I’ll 

just disappear for large chunks of time. All she has to do is say something even remotely 

interesting, and poof, I’m gone. I get a story idea in my head, and suddenly, I’m not watching 

TV or eating dinner anymore. Instead, I’m off chasing a story or a character through the 

grotesquely twisted corridors of my mind. I lose all concept of what’s going on in the real world, 

and I when I finally get back, I’m usually in some trouble.  

I had a particularly bad episode the other night at dinner with her and her father. He’s 

from New Orleans and he said something about the French Quarter, which I knew right away 

wasn’t going to be any good for me. Sure enough, I started thinking about all the cemeteries they 

have in New Orleans and how morbid tourists with Anne Rice fetishes like to wander around in 

them. This reminded me of an article I once read in an in-flight travel magazine about various 

gangs of thieves who prey on the aforementioned tourists. Then, for some reason I really can’t 
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explain, I drifted off into a book I once read about these homeless mole people that live in an 

intricate system of tunnels  beneath New York City. Before I knew it, I was mentally composing 

a story about underground cemetery thieves in New Orleans and the unsuspecting tourists they 

abduct and pilfer for organs they can sell on the black market. When I resurfaced, I was in deep 

shit.  

“Aaron, what the hell is wrong with you? 

“Um, what do you mean, honey?” 

“I mean you’ve been acting like a fucking spazz for like twenty minutes.” 

“Could you be a little more specific, babe? Spazz can mean so many things when you’re 

talking about me.” 

“I mean your eyes rolled back in your head and you started drooling all over your shirt.” 

“Is that why I’m wearing a lobster bib?” 

“Yes. Daddy asked the waiter to bring it.” 

“Oh.” 

“What the hell is wrong with you? Are you on drugs?” 

“None that you don’t know about.” 

“Don’t make jokes; Daddy thinks your on heroin.” 

“But baby, there were these underground hooligans and they were trying to steal Todd 

Welles’ liver, and they were chasing me through the graveyard, and-” 

“Shut up! I don’t want to hear it right now. Daddy went to bathroom, just try and act 

normal when he gets back.” 
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As you can see, this is beginning to be a bothersome predicament. I can’t very well go on 

zoning out like that, and it’s not much better when I start confusing what I write with what is 

real. I think the problem is that I spend way too much time scuttling about in my own head. 

That’s were all the stories are born and written, that’s where I go when I disappear, and that’s 

where the characters I piss off are starting to attack me. Something has gone dreadfully awry, 

and I’m not sure if it started in my writing or in my life.  

I supposed this would be as good a time as any to mention that I am having trouble 

writing in addition to my trouble fornicating. I haven’t really written anything for three months. 

At first, it just seemed like a minor case of writer’s block, but now, it’s gone on way too long to 

be that simple. Now that I think of it, with each successive day of not writing, my ability to 

“sport wood” suffered as well. In the beginning, I didn’t even notice it, but as time went on, I 

could see my erections start to lack in rigidity and total volume. I tried to delude myself into 

believing I was just stressed out or a little fatigued, but I can no longer cling to such false hopes. 

The disappearance of my boners is directly linked to my inability to write, and of course, they 

are both tied to my ex-girlfriend. The last story I finished writing was about her. After I finished 

it, I swore I would never write about her again. It’s the story that made her want revenge.  

Okay, so now we are starting to see a pattern develop. Girl breaks up with writer. Writer 

obsesses over girl and writes many stories about her. Writer meats new girl and decides to put 

final nail in ex-girl’s coffin by penning the definitive “fuck off bitch” story. Ex-girl manages to 

muster one final strike at writer resulting in extreme writer’s block and ensuing impotence. 

Writer begins to be slowly driven crazy by inability to have sex or write stories. Writer must find 

a way to undo whatever the ex-girl did. 
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 Getting the fictional ex-girlfriend to give me back my boners and let me start writing 

again wasn’t going to be the easiest thing I’d ever done. You see, the problem was that the final 

story I’d written about her was anything but flattering. It was written at a time in my life when I 

had to drum up a healthy amount of hatred for her, just so that I might be able to move on. I 

wrote the story, read it once, then set it aside and never looked back. I wanted nothing more to do 

with her in the real world, so I decided I would kill her off permanently by never writing about 

her again. I’d hoped to steal a page from Superman and trap her within that slanderous and vile 

story just like that trio of villains hurtling through time and space in a mirror. Unfortunately, I 

neglected to consider the fact that eventually that mirror shattered and those evil, black clad 

bastards escaped to wreak havoc on planet earth. My zombie like spells and the ever increasing 

difficulty I was having discerning between my stories and real life was the shattering of that 

mirror.  

 The only chance I had to fix things was to go back and revise that story so that it painted 

the ex-girlfriend in a more flattering light. Basically, I had to re-write her as less evil, highly 

forgiving, and non-vindictive. If I could manage to do that, I honestly believed that she would 

stop fucking with my sex and my stories. The only problem with this scenario, is that I was still 

suffering from the dire effects of lingering writer’s block. I was going to have to find someway 

to break the spell just enough to recreate her as something other than the bitch that time forgot. I 

had no choice but to paint her as the kind and loving creature that I fell in love with once upon a 

time.  

 “- Hold up, Aaron. That is some bullshit you’re spewing out at those readers. Hell. I’d be 

surprised if you even had any readers left. I know you ain’t got no balls left, running around 

talking like that. You oughta be ashamed of yourself.” 
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 “Todd Welles? What the hell are you doing here?” 

 “- Shit man, ain’t I always here when you get yourself into some sort of trouble? That’s 

how you wrote me. You created me to be a designated sidekick for any tricky situations you 

might find yourself in. Well, you’re in one now, so here I am.” 

 “Alright. But if you’re really here, then tell me who you got your last name from.” 

 “- H.G. Welles like a motherfucker. Now, let’s get down to business. You aren’t really 

thinking of digging up that story about that nasty ass gaffler and revising her into some sort of 

Mother Teresa type. Are you?” 

 “You got a better idea?” 

 “- Hell yeah, bitch. Grow a fucking pair!” 

 “I can assure you, Todd, I have a pair.” 

 “- Well they ain’t working for shit are they?” 

 “No. No they’re not. That’s why I have to re-write that story.” 

 “- The hell you do. What are Hemingway’s two rules of writing?” 

 “Be honest and write what you know.” 

 “- Exactly. Now, you’re planning on writing that story so the ex-girlfriend comes off 

kindly and loving and caring, right?” 

 “Pretty much.” 

 “- Do you actually know anything about her being all of those things?” 

 “Not really.” 

 “- So tell me how in the hell it would be honest of you to write a story like that.” 

 “I don’t guess it would, but what choice do I have. I gotta do whatever it takes to get my 

boner back.” 
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 “- Man, re-writing that story ain’t gonna get your boner or your writing back. It just 

gonna make you feel like more of a punk.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “- I mean you got yourself into this predicament by laying there and taking whatever shit 

the old gaffling ex-bitch decided to put you through.” 

 “No way. I wasn’t that much of a pushover.” 

 “- Wanna bet?” 

 “Alright, sure. If you’re right, I’ll do whatever you tell me to do, and if you’re wrong, 

you gotta help me re-write the story.” 

 “- Fair enough, but I ain’t wrong.” 

 “Prove it.” 

 “- Okay, here goes. As my first and only piece of evidence, I would like your readers to 

direct their attention to this chickenshit piece of email correspondence from our author’s ex-

girlfriend’s new boyfriend.” 

 

Dear Backdoor Boy,  

 Janis tells me you have issues with me. Well, if that’s the case, I’d be 

happy to meet you somewhere and work this problem out man to man. I always 

deal with my problems, and you are now officially my problem, swiftly and 

decisively. Do you understand me? Don’t make me come looking for you.  

 -Lester 

 

 “Big deal. So he sent me a threatening email. What does that prove, Todd?” 
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 “- It’s not so much his email, as your response to it. You wouldn’t happen to remember 

what you wrote back to him? Would you?” 

 “Ah…no…I don’t believe I can recall the particulars of that correspondence.” 

 “- Well then, it’s a good think I happen to have a copy of that email with me.” 

 

Lester,  

 Look man, I don’t want any trouble. I spoke out of turn, and I shouldn’t 

have. There is no need to come looking for me. You and Janis will never here 

from me again. You won’t even see me.  

 -Aaron 

 

 “- Man, Aaron, you are such a little wimp. Are you scared of that guy?” 

 “Of course I’m not scared of that guy. He’s like forty or something and he always wears a 

turquoise tank top so he can show off his tribal armband tattoos.” 

 “- Then why didn’t you tell him to go to hell?” 

 “Because, I didn’t want to cause trouble.”  

 “- Bullshit, you didn’t want to have him pissed off at you. You never could stand having 

people angry at you. I bet you were afraid you’d see him out somewhere and he’d come up to 

you and start poking you in the chest and causing a scene. Then your adrenaline would start 

pumping and you’d feel all out of control. You never could stand that feeling. It scares you. 

Admit it. You were scared and you let that nasty little hippy and her gomer boyfriend punk your 

ass out.” 
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 “Alright, alright! They made me look weak, and I hated myself for not calling that goofy 

fuck out, but it’s just not in me. I’m non-confrontational.” 

 “- Yeah, well now you’re also a non-writer and a non-haver-of-sex.”  

 “So what’s your solution? You won the bet. What do I do now?” 

 “- There’s only one thing you can do in the situation. Unfortunately, you can’t handle the 

job.” 

 “How do you know I can’t handle it?” 

 “- Because you gotta beat his ass and tell her exactly what you think of her. You have to 

tell her every way she hurt you. You can’t do that because first of all, you’re not the fighting 

type, and second, it would make you too vulnerable to let her know how bad she fucked you up, 

and that would just give her even more power.” 

 “So what do I do?” 

 “- You’re gonna have to let him out.” 

 “Let who out?” 

 “- Don’t play dumb with me, motherfucker. You know who I’m talking about.” 

 “Oh no. Not him. Anyone but him.” 

 “- Nope. It has to be him. He’s the only one who can handle this for you. You’re gonna 

have to let Harlin out. He’s the one you created to deal with the stuff you couldn’t handle. He’s 

the you that’s not afraid of conflict or hurting people’s feelings. He’s the version of you that isn’t 

shy about saying what’s on his mind.” 

 “Todd, you know I can’t let Harlin out. He is strictly for use on the page only. He is too 

fucking crazy to be released into the real world. Besides, if I let him out, there’s no guarantee I’ll 
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ever get him back in. I could end up stuck inside with you and all my other characters for the rest 

of my life.” 

 “- Well, at least in some small way, you’d be able to write and fuck again.” 

 “Gee, Todd, that’s kind of a vulgar way to put it.” 

 “- Damn it! That’s exactly why you have to let Harlin out. He’s not afraid to say ‘fuck’.” 

 “I suppose you’re right. After all, how much damage can he do?” 

 “- It’s best not to think about that right now.” 

 “Fair enough, but how do I let him out?” 

 “- Well, you’re not gonna like this, but I have to knock you out.” 

 “What? Knock me out! There has got to be a better way.” 

 “- Sorry, Aaron, this isn’t an exact science. Hell, we don’t even know how this shit 

works. All I can tell you is that there’s a much better chance of one of us getting out while you’re 

unconscious.” 

 “How are you going to do it?” 

 “- I was thinking I might smack you in the head with a bottle.” 

 “No way! No way in hell, Todd.” 

 “- Do you wanna be able to write again or not?” 

 “Okay, Okay, go ahead and get it over with. But tell Harlin he’s going back in as soon as 

he’s done.” 

 “- Sure, sure. Now, just relax.” 

 

 Aaron shut his eyes as hard as he could and braced himself for the blow Todd Welles was 

about to deliver. Todd picked up an empty bottle of Bud Light and eyed the back of Aaron’s head 
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with an eager grin. He tossed the bottle in the air, caught it near the narrow opening, then 

brought it crushing down against Aaron’s skull. The bottle shattered into hundreds of pieces, 

some larger than others, as the author crumbled to the floor.  

 

 “Yo, Todd, good to see you on the outside, man.” 

 “- Hey, Harlin, how you doing?” 

 “I’m doing damn good, buddy. Ready, willing, and able to fuck up some cheese dick 

boyfriends and some gaffling, hippy, ex-girlfriends.” 

 “- Glad to hear it, man. Glad to hear it.” 

 “Oh, by the way, Todd, did Aaron fall for the knocking him out bit?” 

 “- Hook, line, and sinker, my brother. Now go get our boners back.” 

 

 Hot damn it’s good to be alive and out in the world. It’s not that it’s such a bad thing to 

be one of Aaron’s characters, it just gets a bit boring at times. He does a lot of talking and 

thinking, but there ain’t much action going on in his stories. It’s all internally driven, emotional, 

questioning the meaning of life type of shit. Not me, though. I’m gonna fuck shit up. The first 

thing I’m gonna do is get me a cold beer, and then, I’m gonna settle some scores. Aaron might be 

a boring-ass-pushover, but he’s the closest thing I got to a daddy, and I love him. You fuck with 

the writer and you gots to deal with the Harlin. Watch out now.  

 I got out on a Friday night, and I figured I knew exactly what the old girlfriend would be 

up to. She was partial to frequenting this pseudo-upscale jazz joint where she liked to hang out at 

the bar, flirt with girls, and pretend to be a lesbian while her card carrying member of the AARP 

boyfriend sat in the corner and paid for her drinks. Looking at it objectively, those two are 
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perfect for each other because they both get off on sick shit like that. Anyway, my plan was to 

infiltrate said bar, get close to her, and then let rip with all the things I wish I would have said to 

her a long ass time ago. After that, I would wait for her boyfriend to get all noble so I could give 

him what he had coming. In other words, a kick in the fucking neck.  

I knew striking up a conversation wouldn’t be tough at all because she’s the type of girl 

that actually enjoys talking with an ex-boyfriend. She likes to get up close and personal and see 

if she can still hurt you in any way. She’ll ask what you’ve been up to and how you’re doing and 

basically just try to twist the ole knife in the back a bit more. She especially loves pulling this 

kind of stunt if her new boyfriend happens to be around. Having experienced it from both sides, I 

can tell you she gets a kick out making the old guy squirm and the new guy jealous at the same 

time. It’s all a fucking head trip with her, but this time I was gonna beat her at her own game. 

Well, maybe I wasn’t going to pull a head trip on her, but I was sure as hell gonna be blunt as 

hell about the way things turned out. That’s my style. I don’t pull punches.  

I sauntered on into the place and, just as I’d suspected, the lights were down low and 

there was some really mundane music being played by some musicians that looked way too cool 

for their own good. Their instruments looked expensive, but they couldn’t do fuck all with them. 

I took a look around the joint, spotted her right off, took a highly visible seat at the bar, ordered a 

beer, and waited for her to notice me. It didn’t take long.  

“Oh my God, Aaron!” she said coming over to me.  “What are you doing here?” 

“Not much,” I said. “Just enjoying the atmosphere.” 

“I didn’t know you came to this type of place.” 

“Usually, I don’t, but tonight is kind of special occasion.” 

“Really, what?” 
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“Well, I’ve finally decided to do something that is long overdue.” 

“Wow! That’s great. Doesn’t if feel awesome to finally take care of things like that?” 

“Oh, you have no idea.” 

“So tell me,” she said. “What unfinished business are you taking care of?” 

“Mostly, I just planned on showing up here and telling you what a vile bitch you were 

when we broke up.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“No, I think you heard me.” 

“I don’t have to listen to this.” 

“You’re right. You don’t, but I suspect you will just because you’re twisted like that.” 

“Fine, go ahead. If you want to be juvenile about this, that’s your choice. Give it your 

best shot.” 

Obviously, this woman did not know who she was dealing with. It should also be noted 

that she was sort of giving me a “come fuck me” look, which I deemed completely inappropriate 

since we were both dating other people, but it does illustrate nicely the total depravity of her 

character. Anyway, I’ll get on with it. 

“Well, Janis, there are just a couple of things I’d like to cover this evening. First of all, 

you were really a bitch the last week we were dating. I think this was because you’d already 

decided to dump me, but just didn’t have the decency to get it over with.” 

“But I was – ” 

“Shut up, damn it! It’s my turn to do the talking. Okay, so instead of leveling with me, 

you did things like telling me you were sick then going out and drinking wine all night with a 

couple of effeminate French bastards. Then when I found out about that and got jealous, you 
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made me feel guilty for not letting you have the freedom to hang out with your friends when the 

fact of the matter was that you ditched me for a couple of douche bags who I know for a fact just 

wanted to get into your pants.” 

“Are you done, Aaron?” 

“Not even close. Next, after dumping my ass, you proceeded to add insult to injury by 

emailing me random lectures about how I’d failed you as a boyfriend.” 

“That was supposed to help you.” 

“Bullshit, you did that just so you could stay on my mind and continue to make me feel 

like shit after the fact. And as if that weren’t bad enough, you conveniently kept forgetting to get 

all of your shit from my place. You’d leave a note in my box at work telling me something you’d 

left at my apartment was very important to you, and you needed it back. Then two days later, I’d 

find another note in my box saying basically the same thing only asking for a different item. Add 

to that the fact that you couldn’t actually ask me in person, but had to leave me notes, and I think 

we have sufficient evidence to prove that you were the childish one. By the way, I’m just getting 

started.” 

“Oh, Lovely.” 

“Silence! Next, we have the infamous lesbian story that you emailed me. Let me tell you, 

it just made my day to read that little tale of how the last man you were with turned you off so 

much that you became a lesbian. There was no need for me to read that. Let’s see, the lesbian 

story was, of course followed by the posing nude in your back yard episode.” 

“Wait a minute, Aaron. How can you get mad at me for something I did in my own back 

yard?” 
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“Because, you vile harpie, you know damn well that the front door of my apartment 

opens directly on to your back yard. There is absolutely no way I can come or go without seeing 

everything that is happening in your backyard. I therefore believe it was highly insensitive to 

take a bunch of nudie pictures right under my nose.” 

“Oh, good grief.” 

“Fuck you and be quiet so I can finish. There is much more I could go into, but I’ll just 

skip to the final insult. While you and Lester were broken up for about a week, why did you feel 

it necessary to send me an email saying you missed me a little and that you wish you’d never met 

Lester? And then why, after I found out you were back together with him and sent you an email 

telling you I didn’t think much of the old fucker, did you forward my email to him so that he 

could get his kicks threatening the poor bastard who had the misfortune to date you before him?” 

“I guess I was upset?” 

“I don’t think so. Nothing upsets you. In order for you to be upset, you would have to 

have the full range of human emotions, which clearly, you don’t. I’m leaning more towards the 

theory that you did all that just to cause a little more drama. You always did thrive on drama.” 

Janis started to fake cry at that point. I knew it was fake crying because I’d seen her turn 

the old waterworks on and off in the blink of an eye about a hundred times. Her tears were of the 

crocodile variety, and she used them for leverage. I guess the tears got old Lester’s attention, 

though, because he lurched up out of his chair in our direction. The whole time he was walking 

over to us, he looked like he was trying real hard to think of something tough to say. He also 

looked like he had a corn cob wedged up his ass. Really, I’m not kidding.” 

“Didn’t I tell you about bother Janis again? I though I made myself clear.” 
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“Yes, you did. You made it very clear that you are an asshole who hides behind 

threatening emails. You also made it very clear that just as you have yet to outgrow your taste for 

women half your age, you have also not outgrown the tendency to act like a fucking adolescent 

meathead.” 

“Oh fuck you, Aaron. You wanna step outside?” 

“Not really, motherfucker. I’d much rather just kick your ass right here in front of 

everyone.” 

Old Lester paused for a moment, and it looked to me like he didn’t know what to do, but 

I was starting not to give a shit about that. Ever since the start of my tirade, I’d been vaguely 

aware of a swelling in my groinal region. That swelling escalated when Lester butted in, and I 

was now easily at half mast going on three quarters. It wouldn’t take much to give me a full on 

rager. Lester was still pondering whether or not he wanted a piece of me, so I decided to help 

him with his decision. I reached back into my bag of tricks and pulled out an old favorite from 

junior high. I moved quickly toward Lester and faked as though I were about to cold cock him. 

He damn near jumped out of his shoes the second I so much as twitched, and when he finally 

came to rest, he was holding Janis in front of him as a shield. She looked pissed, and I just 

laughed.  

“Well Lester, I was gonna stomp your ass, but momma told me never to hit a woman. 

Seeing as how you handle yourself like a little bitch, I guess that rule applies here. I’m gonna 

take off now, but ya’ll know where to find me if you ever want to discuss this matter further. Oh, 

by the way, Les, you might want to watch her around women, that one might could come back to 

bite you in the ass.” 
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Holy shit that felt fucking great! I gave that gaffling bitch a piece of my mind and put that 

doofus of a boyfriend in his place and got one hell of a hard on in the process. The only thing left 

for me to do was head on home and make some sweet love to good old Aaron’s woman. I tossed 

a couple of bucks on the bar to pay for my beer, then did the boner walk right out the door. When 

I got to Aaron’s woman’s place my heart was still racing and my crotch was still bulging. It was 

time to get it on. I burst in the front door and found her half naked, in the process of changing 

clothes.  

“Oh, hell no, woman! Don’t you dare put another item of clothing on. I want you naked. 

Naked as hell.” 

“Aaron, what’s gotten into you? This is totally unexpected.” 

“Well, you better get used to expecting the unexpected from now on. And in the short 

term, you better plan on spending the next four or five hours in bed.” 

 “Oh really? Don’t get me wrong, I’m not complaining, but this just isn’t like you, 

Aaron.” 

 “No it’s not, but I’m a new man, darling. Why don’t you call me Harlin from now on.” 
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The Moanscreamer 

 The thing about liking girls is that it’s a no win situation. Either you end up dumped or 

you end up married. I have my personal qualms about either side of that coin. Yes sir, digging on 

bitches is a bitch. Royal. I’m not even supposed to be writing this. I was supposed to be writing a 

different story, but she got into my head and scrambled that egg. It’s most likely a half-eaten 

scrambled egg sandwich by now. She’s devoured all she wanted of it, just like she continues to 

consume my thoughts. A friend of mine put it best. She said, “It’s like a little shelf in the back of 

your mind, and when you like someone, they sit on that shelf all day and all night. No matter 

where you are or what you’re doing there they sit. It doesn’t matter what you think you’re 

thinking about, it’s really the content of that shelf that’s on your mind, and that fucking sucks.” 

Well put. I couldn’t have said it any better myself. It’s too bad though, my other story was really 

good. At least I think it was.  

  

There was this kid on a swing and he was screaming. I wondered why he was screaming 

and more importantly, why in the hell he was screaming across the street from my apartment. It 

was unbearably loud. My roommate and I could hear him inside with all the windows shut. We 

had just moved into this place at the beginning of the month, and I had never really paid attention 

to the place across the street. I’d driven by it a hundred times, but never thought about what went 

on inside. The sign out in front said “Skyview Living Center.” I had always assumed it was a 

home for senior citizens. As the kid’s screams got louder and louder it became quite clear I had 

been mistaken. Tres, the roommate, voiced his objections, but I went across to talk to him 

anyway. When I got to the fence I just sat and watched for a while. Every time the kid got to the 

pinnacle of the swing he would make this awful noise. Not a scream exactly, something more, a 
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moanscream.  You see, a scream just shatters the silence and dies out. They seldom last longer 

than the goosebumps they inspire on the back of your neck. A moanscream is much more 

powerful. It has a guttural quality to it. Pain is its inspiration. To create a moanscream you pretty 

much just take a blood-curdling scream and attach an agony-ridden moan to the end of it. 

Imagine the MGM lion starting to roar, then someone coming along and kicking him square in 

his lion balls. Instantly, his triumphant roar turns into a sickening moan. That, my friend, is a 

moanscream. It’s the moan that makes it so chilling. Almost as if the sound wants one more 

chance at unsettling you before it dies out and goes to sound hell. All moanscreams must return 

to hell after they cease to echo in this world. Anyway, I waited by the fence and just watched the 

kid for a while. He didn’t even notice me. I yelled at him.  

“Hey kid. What’s wrong?” 

“RRAAAAAOAAAOAAAOOOOOOrrrrrrr” 

“Come again?” 

“RRRRRAAAAAAOOOOOOOAAAOOOOrrrr” 

 Clearly this was not working. The fence separating us had no barbed wire at the top, 

which lead me to believe that no one especially wanted to get in. As for those inside, I could only 

assume they were incapable of climbing out. I was about to hop over and further investigate 

when a big, black nurse came outside. She noticed I was contemplating an ascent and froze me in 

my tracks with a stern look.  

“Excuse me ma’am” 

“What do you want?” 

“I was just wondering what was wrong with that kid? He’s been screaming kind of loud.” 

“That’s what he does.” 
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“What do you mean? He can’t just scream.” 

“Wanna bet?” 

 The nurse was trying to get the kid out of the swing, but it didn’t look like he was ready. 

All he wanted was to keep riding that thing as high as he could. The swingkid put up a good 

fight, but he was no match for this woman. Not many people would have been. He was a funny 

looking kid. For starters he wasn’t even a kid. He was about 5’ 7’ with seriously unruly brown 

hair. He was unshaven too, that’s how I knew he was no longer a kid. He had a smallish quality 

to him like a premie. That’s what my dad used to call premature babies – premies. The kid 

reminded me of someone who hadn’t had the benefit of a full nine-month gestation period. It was 

like he never caught up to the size he should actually be. He reminded me of a crazy ass little 

hobbit, only proportional. Tolkein would have loved this kid. He wouldn’t ever look at you 

though. If the nurse was in front of him, the moanscreamer would break his neck trying to look 

the other way. He seemed very intent on being left the hell alone. She eventually got him off the 

swing and started herding him toward the door. His screams increased in frequency as soon as he 

set foot on mother earth. I was running out of time. I needed the information.  

“Wait a sec ma’am.” 

“Ain’t got a second.” 

“How long has that kid been here? What’s wrong with him?” 

“Don’t know what’s wrong with him, but he was here before I was.” 

“How long have you been here?” 

“Ten years.” 

“Good God, how old is he?” 

“I’d say about eighteen. Stay on your side of the fence.” 
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*     *     * 

I want to drink her. Oh shit, here I go again. I want to drink her in and become 

intoxicated by her. I want to be drunk on her for days. She has a permanent spot on my shelf. 

The only problem is that I don’t think I’ve found my way to hers. That could all be bullshit 

though. The problem with a love stricken narrator is that he’s totally unreliable. You cannot trust 

me because I cannot even trust myself. If you can’t trust me, and I can’t trust me, then who are 

we supposed to trust? Back to her.  I made her a tape the other day. Actually I made her a 

compact disc, but that doesn’t sound as good. Everything I know about how to treat a woman I 

learned from John Cusack movies. You might ask about my father and mother, but they’re 

divorced. Not the best examples of how to court someone. My dad had a scarring talk with me on 

the day he left. I’ll never forget it. My little brother was sitting on my mom’s lap crying. Dad 

took me into the back room and told me he hadn’t gotten any from my mom in like twelve years. 

A hell of a long time he said. Then he told me sex wasn’t the point and brought up the topic of 

masturbation at which point I stopped listening. Permanently. A mixed tape sounds much more 

romantic than a CD, more effort involved. Unfortunately, tape players have become more rare. 

They’ve given way to compact discs much in the same way eight tracks sadly yielded to them. 

So I made her this tape of songs I love. I listened to it about seven times before I gave it to her. 

Wanted to make sure it was perfect. That’s how on edge I am. I feel like I’m playing out of my 

league. Haven’t felt that way for a long time. Mostly I’ve just been chasing tail while drunk. It’s 

a fun game, but pointless. Futile. Now I’m all caught up in her and feeling like a teenager again. 

That’s not especially good. As a teenager I had an extreme fondness for Jon Bon Jovi and a total 

lack of success with girls. If memory serves, the first fourteen girls I asked out all turned me 

down. Guess I needed time to grown into my ears. That or my personality. Sense of humor like 
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the Sahara. Arid. If I were crawling on my hands and knees through the dessert and I had one 

wish, it would be for her, not a glass of water. But then again, I am a writer. Lies are my 

profession. She’s still pretty bitchin though. I wonder what she tastes like? Get your minds out of 

the gutter. Let’s keep things above board. Do you actually think I would think such things about 

my dream girl? Are you curious as to what makes her my dream girl?  

 

 So I walked back across the street and slowly ascended the steps to my apartment. Lost in 

a dream that didn’t make sense, I opened the front door.  

“Dude, what did the nurse say to you? Did she bust you for trying to climb the fence? Is 

she gonna call the cops? We gotta hide you man. Quick, flush the pot.” 

“Calm down Tres, she’s not calling the cops. She probably doesn’t get paid enough for 

that.” 

“What were you talking about?” 

“That kid has been living there for ten years, maybe longer.” 

“No shit? What’s wrong with him?” 

“She didn’t know 

“How could she not know? She works there. He’s got to have a file or something.” 

“What if there isn’t anything to put in it? Maybe no one has been able to figure out what 

the hell is wrong with the poor bastard.” 

“That’s not possible. Not in today’s world.” 

“The hell it isn’t. I took this linguistics course once and we studied something that 

reminds me of this. It was this girl whose parents locked her up in a closet for the first eight 

years of her life. It seriously fucked her up. She never learned to talk.” 
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“Couldn’t they help her?” 

“Nope. Once that initial language acquisition period has expired, you’re fucked. If you 

haven’t learned to talk by then, you ain’t going to.” 

“Holy shit.” 

“Exactly. We watched a video about this girl. She walked around the same way that kid 

does. Kind of lost. Almost like a zombie or something. It creeped me the hell out. I wonder if 

that’s what happened to him.” 

“Nah, he probably just saw something traumatic.” 

“Most likely.” 

I guess I knew what I was going to do from that point on. I was fed up with people 

having kids and then letting them get all messed up. This poor kid had been sitting, swinging, 

and moanscreaming for God knows how long. I figured it was about time something was done 

about it. Right then and there I decided that I was going to cure that poor little bastard. I didn’t 

care what I had to do; what lengths I had to go to. If there was any way to make things right for 

him, I was going to find it. If I were fucked in the head I’d want someone to help me.   

First things first, I had to have a crew for this type of mission. Clearly, it was time to call 

in the cavalry. I knew of only two men who would be up for this mission, Todd Welles and Chap 

B. Cain. Todd and Chap are sort of experts on retardation. Well, not really, but they were the 

closest I had. Chap dated a girl with a retarded sister once and Todd used to have a few 

moneymaking schemes that involved exploiting the mentally handicapped. They weren’t exactly 

Shapiro and Cochrane, but they were the best I could do.   

“Hello” 

“Todd, it’s Harlin.” 
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“What’s up man?” 

“I need your help. Chap’s too.” 

“What’s the deal?” 

“There’s a fucked up kid that lives across the street from me.” 

“Fucked up how? Like a crack baby or a tardo?” 

“Dude, you know I hate that word.” 

“Sorry. Crack head or mentally handicapped.” 

“I’m gonna say mentally handicapped, but he kind of acts like a crack head.” 

“Holy shit. This is big.” 

“Yeah, he’s pretty traumatized, probably had lousy parents.” 

“Fucking dirty shitty ass parents. Why in the hell do people have kids if they aren’t 

prepared to take care of them?” 

“Todd, calm down. I need you to stay focused. This kid’s been in a home for more than 

ten years.” 

“Yeah, so what do you need me and Chap for?” 

“I’m gonna bust him out.” 

“Hell yeah! Then what?” 

“Well, then we’re gonna try and fix him. You in?” 

“I’m sure as hell in, and I think you can count on Chap.” 

“You sure? It’s gonna take all three of us.” 

“Yeah. You know Chap’s all about helping the tard – I mean - helping the handicapped 

ever since he dated that chick with the retarded sister.” 

“Good. How soon can you be here?” 
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The other day she was trying to reach a top shelf behind the bar. I just sat and watched. 

Didn’t need a beer or anything, I just wanted to watch. Not like a pervert. Not with hands in 

pockets. I just wanted to look at something beautiful. My God she is so incredible. I very rarely 

use the term “My God.” I think it’s a little too close to blasphemy, which I am not a big fan of. If 

I do say “My God,” it usually has to do with a girl. I can still remember very clearly the last time 

I said it. It was with an ex-girlfriend. The Sexpot. We were in bed. She was naked and straddling 

me. I looked up at her and said it. My God. It wasn’t blasphemous or anything. It wasn’t even 

because she was so damn beautiful, which she was. It was more along the lines of “My God, 

there is a naked women straddling me.” To be saying “My God,” while looking at this girl, fully 

clothed, back turned towards me, reaching for a bottle of liquor...That’s something to think 

about. Something to write home about. In fact, she makes me wish my parents didn’t have a 

phone. I don’t simply want to call my mother and talk about her. I want to go through all the 

effort of writing home about her. She hasn’t called me recently. It’s not like she’s avoiding my 

calls or giving me the cold shoulder. At least I don’t think. I just haven’t kissed her yet. Other 

than on the cheek. That’s my big problem. Don’t think I ever learned how to let a relationship 

properly develop. Even in high school, unless it was getting physical, it wasn’t going anywhere. 

Not to say I was dumping girls because they wouldn’t put out. I just haven’t ever learned to 

separate feelings from sex. Love from sex. I don’t love this girl. I am pretty damn sure she is 

nowhere near in love with me, but I see possibilities. It’s just sad that I feel all torn up because 

we’re not falling into bed drunk every night. That’s not what I want from her. I just want to listen 

to her talk until I get very, very sleepy. Then, when I can no longer keep my eyes open. I’ll put 

my head in her lap and dissolve into dreams of her. That way, when I wake up, I’ll be staring up 

at the face I was just dreaming about. “Hello baby, I was just thinking of you.” And she’ll smile. 
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I wonder if she is smiling now? I wonder if it’s because of me. Maybe she’s listening to the tape 

I made her. Maybe one of the songs reminds her of some time we spent together. Maybe she 

can’t wait to see me again and talk about things….Maybe she’s making me a tape.  

*     *     * 

 “I fucking doubt it.” 

 “How so?” I asked.  

 “I just don’t think we can break into the place,” replied Chap. 

 “Why not” 

 “We’ll for starters, we don’t know how to pick locks.” 

 “Good call Chap. What do you think we should do?” 

 “I think we should wait until Todd gets here and then play quarters.” 

 “What in the hell will that accomplish?” 

 “I’m not sure, but we’d end up drunk” 

 “And that would help us how?” 

 “I don’t know if it would help us, but it would be fun.” 

 “I knew there was a reason I wanted you in on this Chap.” 

 

Now I am wishing she would call, but she isn’t. Isn’t calling. Hasn’t called. Won’t call. 

Don’t want to call. How do I know? I just do. I always know when they won’t call. Gut feeling. 

May have shit for brains, but my guts are off the charts. Two weeks, one official date, one 

evening of hanging out, one random encounter that ended up lasting three hours, one cancelled 

date. How could she cancel a date? Our date. Too sick. Too Tired. At wits end. Crushed on this 

end. Should have seen it coming. No real physical contact. Some hugs and minor embraces. 
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Once, as I walked her to the car, she turned to hug me and slipped her hands inside my jacket. To 

me that’s a good sign. To her, it was probably just an issue of warmth. Sucker. Can’t be involved 

with a girl and not kiss. No sex. Kissing, love and sex. Inseparable. How can you have one and 

not the other? More importantly, can you not have one and have the other? That’s how the last 

girlfriend was. The Sexpot. Called me everyday and slept over on our first date. Always wanted 

to know if I missed her. Wanted me to sleep inside her. I thought she was unhealthy at the time, 

but now I miss her. I’m longing for reassurance. I just can’t seem to separate sex and love. Not 

the same things. Life’s little lessons number 3258. Absent that day. William Katt has my 

instruction book. Bumpy landing. That bastard can’t land and I can’t love. The phone is ringing. 

Who could it be? Believe it or not it’s not her. Snarl, rip, bite heads through the fiber optic 

medium. What the hell is wrong with me? Fuck off you’re tying up the line. Should I call? No. 

You’ve played your cards. There is nothing left in your hand. If you win the pot, you win the pot. 

You’re name will be called during the first period announcements. You will be recognized. I 

could call now, but then I’d seem too eager. My wad blown. Apparent. Would she even answer? 

String him along, I can. He’ll keep pursuing. He’s all about the pursuit. Doesn’t have a fucking 

clue what to do when he catches what he’s after. His ass he couldn’t find in the dark with both 

hands. I must concur. My ass is safe. But yours? I wish you would call. I just want to talk for a 

while. I’m hungry but I’m not.  

 

We must have made for some sight walking into the Lodge that night. Three overly 

excited twenty-something’s and disheveled miniature moanscreamer. Once inside, there were so 

many people whooping and hollering that a moanscreamer would hardly cause a scene. How did 

we get him out you ask? It wasn’t easy. A precision operation is what it was. Todd was the 
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lookout, Chap had moanscreamer distraction duty, and I was on the bolt cutters. Damn straight. 

Sometimes they let the kid out after dark. I can only assume it’s when he’s driving the other 

patients crazy. (Short trip.) The back door will open, light exploding from within, and out he 

stumbles. Crash. The door slams behind him and he’s got no way back in. He is now officially 

entrenched in darkness, isolated. For him, it’s probably an experience similar to birth. His whole 

life has probably been dark since the day he was introduced.  

Anyway, Chap lured the kid over to a gate partially shielded from the street by a pecan 

tree. It wasn’t easy. Since the kid didn’t want to look at anyone we weren’t sure how to lure him 

towards us. We decided to bring the two things we knew a guy couldn’t resist – beer and boobs. 

Well, actually beer and a playboy. We didn’t know any chics interested in getting naked for the 

moanscreamer. It was the boobs that got him. He got one look at the magazine and made a 

beeline for Chap.  Todd stood in the only non-blind spot, smoked, and generally kept an eye out. 

I went to work on the lock. It didn’t take long. Snap. The chain fell to the ground. In a flash, 

Chap was on the other side of the fence gagging the poor kid. Todd was still smoking. I tossed 

the bolt cutter to him, grabbed the kid, threw him over my shoulder and made a break for my 

apartment. Once inside we relaxed for about three seconds. That’s about how long it took Chap 

to ungag the moanscreamer. After that, all hell broke loose. Almost as soon as his mouth was 

liberated, it was open. The kid unleashed an unearthly moanscream that left the three of us 

rethinking our little endeavor.  

 “Holy fuck dude,” said Todd, “Shut him up.” 

 “Shit Chap, do something,” I said.  

 “How in the hell should I know what to do?” 

 “You’re the one who dated the chic with the tardo sister.” 



 33  

 “Damn it Todd,” I was shouting now, “how are you gonna use a word like ‘tardo’ in front 

of the kid?” 

 “I seriously doubt he knows I’m talking about him.” 

 “Never mind. Chap, for the love of God do something.” 

 “I repeat. What the fuck do you want me to do?” 

*     *     * 

So I broke down and called her. I told you she wouldn’t answer. It bugs me when people 

don’t answer cell phones. These are phones that people take everywhere. How can you miss a 

call on a phone designed for the sole purpose of not missing calls? Maybe you don’t want to talk 

to whoever is calling. Maybe she doesn’t want to talk to me. Usually there are signs leading up to 

this. Wracking my brain. Coming up with nothing. Paranoia strikes deep in the heartland. Cut 

back on the cannabis? It would have been so nice if she answered. We could have chatted for a 

while. Maybe she would have asked me about whatever story I’m working on. Perhaps then I 

could have continued working on it. How can you fall in and out of like in a week? Last Monday 

was great. Today, Monday a week removed, is utter shit. Am I to be just another unanswered 

message on the machine? Hell, I haven’t even made it to the answering machine. I’m lost in the 

black hole of voicemail. Fucking voicemail. Sometimes I wonder if I defeat myself. Probably. 

Do I fear rejection so badly that I preempt it? For sure. Bring it on ahead of time before it can 

really hurt me. Hell yeah. Am I obsessing? How can it be over so soon? One unanswered phone 

call. I think I’m sick. It may be best for her not to answer. The worst part about the whole thing 

is the regression. Knowing you were once privileged to information that not everybody got. Then 

realizing that you no longer are. That knowledge has been extracted. The information 

repossessed. The hint of intimacy vanished. It’s like walking into a movie theater full of choices. 
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You pick one, watch the first twenty minuets, and decide if you like it. Getting to know this girl 

was like watching the first twenty minutes of Charade. You know, with Cary Grant and Audrey 

Hepburn. Now that it’s ending, I feel like I’m being ushered out of the movie I really want to see, 

and into a Pauley Shore movie marathon. I guess now I know how the Sexpot felt when I 

stopped calling. And I did it twice. Fucking Karma. Had a premonition it would come back to 

bite me in the ass. Getting called an asshole in the wee hours of the morning is never punishment 

enough. Assholes never get off that easy.  

 

Well we finally figured out a way to get the moanscreamer to stop moanscreaming. It 

wasn’t a particularly good way, but it was all we could come up with at the time. Duct tape. 

Surely you’re aghast at our barbaric treatment of this poor kid, but at least we didn’t go with 

Todd’s idea.  

 “Shit, Chap think of something,” said Todd.  

 “I’m trying. I’m trying.” 

 “Fuck. He’s going make my neighbors call the cops.” 

 “Maybe we should punch him in the head.” 

 Almost in unison Chap and I exploded with, “What the fuck Todd!” 

 “You know, knock him unconscious.” 

 “How many times have you knocked someone out with a single punch?,” I asked.  

 “Never.” 

 “Alright then. It’s probably a lot harder than it looks in the movies.” 

 “But it’s the only-” 
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 “No buts about it. We’re not gonna hit him. The first time we hit him it wouldn’t do 

anything but piss him off more. I just don’t think we’re that good at punching, and we’re sure as 

hell not gonna club him with anything. Not in my house at least.” 

 So the duct tape became our most humane option. After we got him silenced, we had to 

figure out how we were gonna fix the moanscreamer. After filling Chap and Todd in on all the 

details I had compiled, mainly that the kid had been in an institute for at least ten years and all he 

does is scream and swing, we decided a nudie bar was our best bet. It seemed apparent to us that 

the kid was suffering from some kind of post-traumatic stress syndrome. Maybe he’d seen his 

parents get hacked up by a crazy murderer or something. Anyway, he had obviously been 

exposed to something so excruciatingly painful that his mind shut itself off from the world. The 

zombie-like state and the screams were a barrier against anything affecting him in that way 

again. The nudie bar was meant to reverse all that. We decided the best way to undo a traumatic 

experience was with an untraumatic experience. What could be less traumatic than naked chics 

dancing all around you? If this couldn’t get through to the moanscreamer, nothing would.  

 

I’m scared. I’m scared, and my stomach doesn’t feel right, and I’m tired of thinking. Last 

night I fell asleep on the couch and woke up in the same place at four in the morning. I should 

have gone to be bed. Instead, I went outside, into the cold predawn air, and had a cigarette. I 

couldn’t finish it, but I thought anyone in deep contemplation should at least be holding a 

cigarette. She was the subject of my contemplation. Is it over? Was it possible for it to be over so 

soon? Did I really have any reason to think it was over? Have I really lost it? I am seriously 

starting to feel crazy. The last time I saw her things were fine. But now. Two, no three days of 

non-communication and I’m leveled. What’s wrong with me? I don’t know how much more of 
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this I can take. Why can’t I relax? Go with the flow. Instead I find myself struggling to find a 

way back to sleep. Oh well, at least I haven’t started dreaming about her yet. That’s when sleep 

itself becomes an enemy. If she doesn’t call today there is no way I can call her again. The dark 

circles start in under your eyes. Weight begins to fall from your body. Not in a good way. Eating 

becomes a memory. A productive member of society you will no longer be. Devastated, you 

begin falling behind in everything. You don’t want to go anywhere. Avoiding anything that 

reminds you of her is paramount. She drives a fucking Volkswagen and tends my favorite bar. 

How in the fuck do I ignore those things? Beer and Volkswagens are everywhere. I’m fucked. 

How stupid will I feel if I really am obsessing over nothing? God would I love to feel that stupid. 

I just can’t convince myself of that. Something will not allow me to escape the time in my life 

when this would be the end. I’m not there anymore. Girls finding ways to let me down gently or 

drop me altogether. Insecurity was born in those days. Husky jeans in a world of slims. That’s all 

over. Why can’t I see it? I know it’s over because I’ve seen evidence. I would never have gotten 

the Sexpot in those days. Never. There is no reason for me to think that she’s stringing me along. 

Except my own self-doubt. I’ve got to calm down. Let it go. She’ll probably call and everything 

will be okay. Not if she reads this. Then she’d want to apply to the witness protection program. It 

doesn’t matter though. I am now rapidly approaching crazy. It will be a continuous journey until 

I hear from her. Then, one way or the other, I will veer. Towards happiness and normalcy. 

Sanity. Or maybe I’ll plunge like a neckline into crazed despair. End up a swinging character 

from one of my own stories. Something from deep inside tells me this is not right. I shouldn’t be 

like this. A malformation in my initial development. Insufficient incubation period. Emotionally 

premature. Why the insecurity? What causes it? Where does it come from? Whose fault? It’s not 

fair to burden her with it. Probably holds me back. Need help. Need her. To call at least.  
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 “Well boys, this is the life.” 

 “You said it Harlin.” 

 “Couldn’t agree more,” said Todd. 

 “How you enjoying things moanscreamer?” I asked. 

 “rrrrrraaaaaaaaooo” 

 “Chap.” 

 “Harlin.” 

“Give him another dollar.” 

 “Right-o.” 

 So there we were sitting at a dark table near the back of the club. We had a system all 

worked out. Two of us would get lap dances while the other watched the kid. To his credit, the 

little moanscreamer held his own. Probably because we didn’t give him any beer or anything, 

even though Todd wanted to. Either way, the kid didn’t freak out once. He just kind of sat there, 

looking around. I bet he’d never seen a naked chic before. He looked so cute dressed up in 

whatever clothes we could find for him. His shirtsleeves and pant legs were all rolled up 

considerably. None of us had clothes for a moanscreamer of his size. Todd had even combed the 

little guy’s hair for him. He didn’t do a very good job though. The kid ended up with the whole 

Flock of Seagulls thing going on. We were more than a little nervous about taking the duct tape 

off. Hell, how could we know for sure how he’d react? I thought he was gonna start raising hell 

and grabbing dancers, but no. It was pretty much like he was still in the back yard of the living 

center. (Some kind of living.) He moanscreamed a lot quieter and a lot less, but that was it. We 

were all expecting a breakthrough, we really were. For some reason we thought we could 
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succeed where all the doctors failed. We didn’t think things through very well. So now we had 

this severely traumatized, highly aroused, virgin mental patient on our hands. In the middle of a 

nudie bar no less. Todd was shitfaced, and Chap was trying hard to see out of one half-shut eye. I 

was four or five sheets to the wind. We were just about out of money, and not quite sure who 

was gonna drive home. For a moment I wondered if the moanscreamer had a license? Probably 

not a good idea.  

 

I have to calm down. Gather my thoughts. Collect myself. I understand what I’m doing, 

but I can’t help it. There exists normalcy within me, but when I try to spit it out it becomes 

painfully unintelligible. The good news is that I’m really starting not to care. A friend told me. 

You have to remember that you have other things besides her. You were before her, and you’ll 

continue to be when she’s only a memory. She is not the alpha and omega of you. Yes, she is 

beautiful. Yes, she is smart, and funny, and so alive…so easy to converse with. Basically, if I’m 

going to be honest, she is everything I’ve ever wanted in a girl. This means shit to you because 

I’ve already told you I am unreliable. It’s true. Both things. Seriously, I had a crush on this girl 

for like a year. A fucking year. Never did anything about it. Boyfriend shackles again. Different 

brand though. I found out that they we’re on the outs right after the Sexpot found me. Altered the 

course of those events. The Sexpot never stood a chance against her. But back to her being 

everything I want in a girl. She is. I swear. Disregard my unreliableness, suspend belief. I 

wouldn’t steer you wrong on this one. Pretty, kind of curly light brown hair, absolutely 

wonderful name. Alex, short for Alexandria. It rolls of off your tongue. She looks like a woman, 

not a model. Her eyes…her eyes…well, there are two of them…color of…shit. Well there you 

go. A perfect example of an unreliable narrator. Says he’s crazy about the girl. Says he pays 
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attention. Can’t tell you the color of her eyes. Ask me if she’s got a nice rack. Think I might have 

missed that detail? How much you wanna bet?  

 

I don’t remember much of the ride home. As a matter of fact, what I do remember I want 

to forget. Daylight was just starting to emerge when I came to. The car was on its side in a ditch. 

Selfishly, I checked immediately to see whether or not I was driving, to know if I was 

responsible. My question was answered by the absence of a steering wheel in front of me. The 

car was vertical, with the passenger side, my side, getting friendly with the bottom of a wet 

gully. I looked to my left and discovered two things. First that Chap was still strapped into his 

seatbelt, and second, that he was not moving. I was hoping to crawl out the driver’s side window, 

but I didn’t think it would be a good idea to jostle Chap around any more than necessary. I 

needed to find a way out of the car. I wanted to check on Todd, but I was pinned in my seat. I 

couldn’t even turn around to see if my friend was alive.  

 “Todd, you alright?” 

 “I’ve been better.” 

 “How so?” 

 “Well, for starters I’m bleeding pretty bad.” 

 “Oh shit. How long have we been stuck here?” 

 “Let’s just say that if this was a movie, the car would have already exploded.”  

 “Can you move?” 

 “Not much. I hurts like fuck to try.” 

 “What do you think is wrong?” 
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 “How in the fuck would I know? Do I look like a doctor? All I know is that I’m fucking 

bleeding, I’m in a shitload of pain, and there are some parts of me that I should be able to move 

but can’t.” 

 “I’m sorry Todd. This is all my fault.” 

 “Don’t worry about that yet. What you need to do now is get the hell out of this car and 

find some help.” 

 “Okay, Okay, I’ll try. I think Chap is pretty messed up too.” 

 “I know, he hasn’t said anything since the crash.” 

 “Damn it. Hey, is the kid alright?” 

 “I don’t know.” 

 “How can you not know? He’s back there with you isn’t he?” 

 “No.” 

 “Where is he?” 

 “I don’t know. Gone I guess. I could see him through the windshield when I first woke 

up. He was just kind of walking around like he does. You know, looking like he was lost. I 

yelled at him for a while, but he didn’t notice. Then he just wandered off. He can’t be far though, 

you don’t move very fast when you’re not moving towards anything.” 

 “I guess it’s kind of funny.” 

 “What’s that?” 

 “You’re all bleeding to death and shit, Chap might be dead already, I’m stuck in here 

with the two of you, and the little moanscreamer got out clean.” 

 “We should have done a way better job trying to fix him.” 
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 “No shit, then maybe he could have gone for help and I wouldn’t be trapped in here with 

you dying bastards.” 

 “You’ll feel bad for that at our funeral.” 

 “Don’t say that dude, I’m gonna get us out of here. How long do you think you can hold 

on?” 

 “I think you need to hurry.” 

 

Ring. Race to the caller ID for confirmation. Holy Shit, there’s that name, you know I 

love that name. Answer. Pause. What the hell? A pause, a fucking pause? Are you kidding me? 

For twenty pages I’ve been bleeding. Pouring my heart and brains out, mixing them together 

with a spatula. Now she finally calls and I’m pausing for a moment of quiet reflection. What is 

there that possibly needs to be contemplated? This is not the time to ponder. Mull things over. 

Answer the damn phone. Ring. Oh that does it, the second ring. We are now officially half way 

to the answering machine. But I just can’t answer the phone. The call I’ve been waiting for all 

this time, but I won’t pick it up. Touch choice. Pick up the phone and continue. Resume the 

distraction. How callous to call her a distraction.  Would have figured I thought a bit more of her 

than that. Isn’t she all I ever wanted in a girl? Hell yes she is, but that can be a problem. Look 

what she’s been doing to me. To my writing. I must come to terms with the full range of her 

effects, but I’m struggling to do so. Mentally, she invaded me. I couldn’t stop thinking of her. 

Still can’t. Need to start thinking about other things. Stories, Characters, Plot lines, and 

Transitions. All lost. Ring. That’s three. C’mon, that’s fucking three. It’s her mutherfucker. You 

like her, you wanted her to call. She’s calling now. Pick up. Pick it up! No deal. Can’t, won’t, 

don’t want to. Risk it that is. It could be catastrophic if I were to pick up that phone. Don’t really 
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know what would happen. Maybe this time, instead of just getting myself and my stories all 

mixed up; maybe there wouldn’t be any more stories. I could end up sitting here, looking at an 

empty screen, waiting for the next interlude of her and slowly losing my mind. A bird in hand is 

worth to in the brush. Are you really ready to give it all up for her? Is the thin connection 

between two phones, one of them cellular, worth having your literary tubes tied? I’m sorry, I 

know how much you liked her. I cared for her just as much. In fact I think we all did. Ring. “Hey 

this is Aaron and I’m not home right now.” So I guess it’s over. What if she leaves a message? 

Will I call her back? Let’s not make it any harder than it already is. It’s very difficult not to get 

attached to women. Especially for writers. We always want to find out what it is about each one 

of them. What makes them worthy of being written down? Each women has something, and 

when you look for it close enough, you can usually find it. Only sometimes when you do, it 

becomes very painful to look away. Then you write about them, and you become even more 

attached, and then people read about them. That’s when it really gets tough. Once people read 

about these girls, they usually get attached too. Often it’s tougher to break the truth to the 

readers. The good, trusting folks that only know about these girls through us. I guess you could 

say we use them in a way. Writers are just users, that’s all. Sorry if I mislead you, but you should 

know I’d just fuck it up anyway. I’d get hurt or hurt myself, or worse yet hurt her. I’m no good at 

these things. It would all end badly. Lot’s of pain. I tried to tell you, I think I’m snake bit when it 

comes to this sort of thing.   

 

It’s strange to be looking back on our adventure. Chap and Todd are gone again, but they 

didn’t go home. Nah, they probably went to somewhere hot. I’ll see them again someday. The 

funeral was today. It was very nice, a joint deal. Chap and Todd’s coffins side by side, identical 
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death posses. I cried right there in front of everyone if you can believe that. Their mom’s were 

very sad and Chap’s dad was very drunk. He kept giving me an evil look.  

 Well, I suppose I should clear a couple of things up for you. I never saw the 

moanscreamer again and that was fine with me. Two people got killed trying to help him. I 

brought them here out of nowhere, pulled them out of thin air, just to help. Nothing worked out 

like I planned and now they’re dead. It’s my fault. I thought maybe he could help me figure out a 

few things. Maybe he knew all the answers to my questions. It seemed so simple. Just fix him. 

Translate his moanscreams and you’ll have what you’re looking for.  I only wanted to extract the 

venom, unlock the secret of the moanscreams. I guess Chap was right about us not being able to 

pick locks. In the end I couldn’t help him, or Chap, or Todd or even myself. If I had never picked 

up that phone to call Todd everything would still be okay. But I did and now two people are dead 

and there’s a little premie moanscreamer out there on his own.  

I bet he’s wandering around the forest somewhere looking for his swing. I never 

considered maybe that’s all he really wanted. Maybe he could even talk, but just didn’t think it 

was worth it. Maybe he was just another guy who chose not to pick up a ringing phone. Those 

unreachables revel in the solitary aspects of nature. Most of the time they’re too messed up to 

worry about the cold or wild animals. Shit, they’re a lot like wild animals themselves. I know the 

kid was. Only time he ever shut up was at the nudie bar. Why? I think it’s pretty clear he was 

either courting or stalking those naked chics. He had no social skills but perfect animal instincts. 

He still let my friends die though, so fuck him.  

 It isn’t real to me. The kid is gone, Chap and Todd are gone, and here I am in the same 

place I was when it all started. I have circumnavigated myself. I’m sitting in my room waiting to 
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hear him again, but not even the faint whiff of moanscream remains. Honestly, if I hadn’t been 

there for it all, I’d say it never happened. Not a damn bit of it. 
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Women I Loved, But Never Knew 

 One of the saddest details of my life is that the best relationship I ever had with a woman 

was actually with three women whose names I never knew. Don’t let your imagination get 

carried away, this story isn’t nearly sordid enough to live up to that kind of lead in. I never saw 

any of these women naked, never touched them, never told them my deepest, darkest secrets, and 

certainly never got to know them in an intimate sort of way. These women were not unattractive, 

but they were coming to that age where they were closer to being moms than wet dreams. I saw 

my three ladies once a week for what turned out to be a very emotional couple of months.  

 I’m almost embarrassed to continue my story, but I really like the way it was starting, so I 

don’t have much choice. Besides, I think of these women a lot, and I want to keep them alive on 

paper, so they won’t die, along with all my other memories, as I grow too old to remember. This 

is the kind of story I could be proud to have my mother read, and it’s something my children and 

grandchildren can cut their teeth on until they are old enough for the stories where I cuss a lot 

and talk about sex and drugs.  

 For about six months during my senior year of college, I worked a shitty job at a shitty 

pool hall in a shitty student union. It was the worst six months of my life. I was utterly broke 

because my job didn’t pay shit, and I had no prospects on the horizon, nor motivation to seek 

them. Confusion oozed into my life on a daily basis, college was about to end, my degree in 

English lost value by the second, and I had absolutely no idea what came next. Frustration, 

apprehension, and uncertainty were my nightly drinking buddies. The only constants I knew 

were the people I made change for at the pool hall, and the bleak outlook I woke up to every 

morning. 
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The only redeeming quality about my job was the big screen television I could use to 

entertain myself during my grueling six-hour shifts. My shitheel of a boss mandated that the 

television be tuned to sporting events at all times, but at night he was usually at home trying like 

hell to ignore his wife and stepdaughters, one of whom was dying of cancer, so he had fuck all 

idea what I was up to. Unbeknownst to him, I had developed quite an addiction to the television 

show ER, and on Thursday nights from nine to ten, I would indulge in my guilty pleasure.  

 Normally, it would have been a bit dangerous for me to watch ER in public, let alone on 

campus. Mostly guys frequented the aforementioned pool hall, and it was never a good idea to let 

my fellow Neanderthals know that I gave a damn about anything that wasn’t covered by ESPN. 

My attraction to hospital dramas was far too great, though, and I soon gave in. Even with my 

affinity for ER, I was still a leg up on the handful of pathetically lonely train wrecks that 

gathered in the back of the pool hall for marathon games of ping pong long after the cool kids 

had deserted the student union in favor of establishments that sold alcohol. By the time nine PM 

central time rolled around, ER time, it was usually just me and a bunch of kids that had nowhere 

else to go, kids that no one wanted around. Sometimes, I felt bad for them, but the majority of 

the time I just didn’t care. As long as they didn’t bother me during ER, they were none of my 

concern. 

 My boss, on the other hand, was a totally different story. One night he’d gotten fed up 

with being around his wife and stepdaughters, he said it was because they were too emotional to 

deal with, so he came back to work to shoot some pool and get away from things. As luck would 

have it, I was watching ER at the time. This did not make him happy at all.  

 “Harlin, what the fuck are you doing?” he demanded.  

 “Watching TV.” 
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 “I know you’re watching TV, but what are you watching?” 

 “ER,” I said.  

 “I can see that,” he said. 

 “Well, then why did you ask?” I responded, hoping to piss him off just a bit more. 

 “Because it’s not sports. You know the big screen is supposed to stay on sports all day. 

Don’t you think I get enough of this hospital bullshit in real life? I’m sick and tired of sitting in 

hospitals waiting for my wife’s kid to die or get better. I don’t need to see it at work, too. Turn 

that shit off, and don’t let me catch you watching it again.” 

 Believe what you want to believe, but I’m not villianizing this speck of a human being in 

the least. His poor stepdaughter was fighting for her life, and all he ever talked about was how 

much of an inconvenience it was for him. He had a long list of how cancer had negatively 

impacted his life. There was a trip to Chicago he had to cancel right after she was diagnosed, 

there was a money crunch because his wife quit work to take care of her child, there was the sick 

daughter’s new puppy that didn’t get along very well with his dog, and the most unpardonable 

sin of all was that his wife now cried a lot.  

 I’m not saying I’m a saint. I was caught up in my own problems just as much as my boss, 

but I wasn’t as calloused as that sonofabitch. I was still able to recognize human suffering when I 

saw it, and the pain of others still moved me. I guess I owed a lot of that to my ladies. I learned a 

lot by watching them. 

 In the beginning, it was just one very tired lady coming in by herself. The first time I saw 

her was the same night my boss tore me a new one for watching ER. She walked in just as I was 

getting the worst of it, gave me a kind look, and then left quickly. I didn’t figure she’d ever be 

back. 



 48  

 To my surprise, she was back again the next Thursday. It was nearing nine o’clock when 

she cautiously poked her head in the door. She looked relieved that I wasn’t getting my ass 

chewed out again and kind of waved at me a little as she walked the rest of the way through the 

door. There was no sign of a wedding ring on her hand, but I noticed one of those picture buttons 

proud parents use to show off their kids pinned to her jacket. Apparently, her daughter was in the 

local high school band. I sized her up and figured she was probably divorced and had just been 

released from a night class. (That late at night, normal people just didn’t hang around campus.) I 

was a veteran of more than a few night classes, and there is a lady like her in almost all of them. I 

would have bet my next paycheck on the fact that this lady worked all day and took classes all 

night to try and improve life for her and her daughter.  All she wanted was to grab a coke and a 

snack and she would be on her way.  

 Well, she would have been on her way except for the fact that she happened to walk in 

just as the opening credits for ER were flashing across the big screen television. By the look on 

her face, I could tell two things about this lady. First off, she had been going to this school for a 

while. I knew this because she looked totally shocked that something other than sports was on. 

Seriously, besides this one hour per week, no one dared turn the dial from ESPN for fear of 

angering the boss. The second thing I could tell about this lady was that she was excited as hell 

that ER was on. That was another drawback of night classes. By the time you got out of class and 

made your way home, most of the good TV shows were over. If you were lucky, you might catch 

the scenes from next week and then head straight into the news. I don’t care who you are, no one 

likes the fucking news.  

 Anyway, the lady was surprised that ER was on, excited that she wouldn’t miss it, and 

altogether distrustful of me. I didn’t blame her. I’m a big-football-fan-looking-motherfucker, and 
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you’d never think I go in for television dramas. Don’t get me wrong, I do love sports, and you 

can’t tear my attention away from a Vikings game, but I fucking love the television dramas, 

especially if they have hospitals in them. The lady must have thought I was trying to trick her or 

something because she just stood in the doorway for a moment like a pet or a little kid when you 

catch them doing something bad. I tried to smile or soften my look to let her know that it was 

okay, but I don’t guess I’m much good at that particular sort of facial expression. I honestly 

believe she thought I was going to wait for her to sit down and get comfortable with her coke and 

her little bag of chips and then change the channel to Sports Center right before ER started. 

Maybe she expected me to mock her or laugh at her like I was some sick, cruel bastard.  

Now, I’m not denying that I can be a sick, cruel bastard, but I wasn’t at that moment. The 

lady didn’t know that, though, so in a very timid voice she asked me if I was really going to 

watch ER. Part of me wanted to scream that yes I was going to watch ER. I wanted to shout to 

everyone within earshot that I loved ER and its delightful cast of characters. I wanted to make 

her my bosom friend and tell her how much I would love to be buddies with Dr. Carter, or go out 

on a date with Abby Lockhart, and that my one dream in life was to shock someone back to life 

with those crazy-ass paddles, but that would have been a little odd and uncomfortable for both of 

us, so I just nodded. I was vaguely aware of a lingering suspicion until we were both so into the 

episode that we forgot anyone else was even in the room.  

Whatever the case might have been at our initial meeting, I guess she developed some 

measure of trust for me because the following Thursday she brought two friends along. I figured 

the new ladies were in just about the same boat as the original. The older one was probably 

nearing fifty. She wore a business suit and carried a leather satchel. I pegged her for someone 

stuck in middle management and trying to improve her stock with a master’s degree. The other 
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newcomer was probably ten years younger and a mother. She was dressed casually, looked 

frazzled, and struggled beneath an awkward, oversized purse. I was guessing her husband was 

either dead or a deserter. They both looked more than a bit tired and worn out.  Like my original 

lady, they just wanted someplace to sit, something to eat or drink, and to watch ER.  

The first lady must have told them some crazy story about me and how I watched ER 

because when they came in they kind of giggled at me and one of them said, “Oh my God. 

You’re right.” It was a similar reaction to the one girls have when they gather in a little group 

and laugh in disbelief over an outfit some other girl has worn to a party, only less bitchy, but it 

still made me feel like one of those dreams where you have a pathetically small wiener, you’re 

buck naked in a room full of women, and all of them are laughing at you.  

I thought about getting mad for a minute, or even changing the channel so they would 

leave, but we all wanted the same thing, so being rude didn’t really seem right. They hadn’t 

meant to embarrass me. I could tell their laughter was mostly good natured with a tinge of 

excitement or giddiness about what was about to come on, so I decided to have some fun with 

them. Knowing full well they were talking about me, I smiled real big and said, “Yes ladies, you 

have heard correctly. I am a man, a very large man, and I do watch ER. And just for the record, I 

have also been known to indulge in numerous episodes of Chicago Hope, Party of Five, and 

Beverly Hills 90210.” That really got them laughing, and I think it helped relax us all. I had said 

just the right thing at just the right time for a change, and it felt good. I thought for a minute 

about what it would be like to be that comfortable with the rest of my life and got kind of 

depressed that I wasn’t. 

I really wish there were more of a backstory to me and the three ladies, but there just 

isn’t. I cracked that joke, they sat down, and together we watched ER. After that, our Thursday 
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routine was set. I could spend a lot of time talking about the brief conversations we had during 

the commercial breaks, but they weren’t that interesting. In fact, if you don’t follow ER, you’d 

have absolutely no idea what in the hell I was talking about. They were the run of the mill 

conversations that we all have and forget on a daily basis. You aren’t interested in whatever the 

commercial is selling, but the show isn’t on so you have to pass the time. At first, it was a little 

awkward, but after a couple of weeks the four of us were gossiping like old hens. Commercial 

breaks became a collage of “what do you think is going to happen?”, “who will Abby end up 

with?”, “do you think that guy is beating his kid?”, “Luca is so hot,” “I never did like Dr. 

Weaver”, and most importantly, “when are they gonna shock someone?”  

That was the deepest our conversations ran. We didn’t know each other, and we never 

made an effort to change that fact. We were just four people hooked on the same TV show and 

stuck someplace we didn’t want to be. Sure we were polite and smiled at each other. We even 

began to exchange such pleasantries as “see you next time” and “take care.” But the fact of the 

matter remained. I knew absolutely nothing of these women other than whether they were more 

attracted to Dr. Carter or Dr. Kovach. If one of them would have stopped showing up for some 

reason, I wouldn’t have noticed until maybe halfway through the episode. Sad as it sounds, I 

can’t fight the feeling that if any of them would have missed more than two weeks, I would have 

forgotten about them completely. After all, we are talking about middle-aged-women. Next to 

minorities, the homeless, and cripples, they are the most invisible people in the world.  

All this changed when Dr. Green’s brain tumor came back. Even though we’d been 

through this ordeal before, it’s always worse the second time. TV has a way of letting people 

overcome insurmountable odds with the help of some revolutionary cure. They let you get 

comfortable with the fact that this person has made a miraculous recovery. You start to lose that 
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feeling of being on edge. You stop waiting for something bad to happen to your favorite 

character. Above all, you get used to having them around. In Dr. Green’s case, he got married 

and had a baby. Everything was looking up for him. He was starting to reconnect with his 

estranged daughter, and we were all so excited. That’s when those bastards at the network pulled 

the mutherfucking plug on us. Sure they hinted at it for a while, so we wouldn’t be too shocked. 

Nevertheless, the day we knew for sure hit the four of us like a giant cue ball right in the 

stomach. Dr. Green’s tumor was back, and it wasn’t ever going away. Nothing could be done. He 

would be dead in four months. In TV time he had about four episodes left.  

I never used to like ER. For the longest time I despised the program altogether despite the 

fact that I had never watched an episode. At the time, there were two major medical dramas on 

prime time television – ER and Chicago Hope. My loyalty was with Chicago Hope on account of 

I used to watch reruns of Party of Five on Lifetime, the network for women, which were 

followed immediately by reruns of Chicago Hope. It didn’t take long for the masterful 

performances by Adam Arkin, Hector Elizondo, and Mandy Patinkin to capture my heart. I was 

hooked before I even knew it.  

Most of the media buzz surrounded ER, so I naturally looked down on it. It was like 

when I was a little kid, and I only knew the names of two bands – The Beatles and The Beach 

Boys. I probably couldn’t have identified either one by their music, but I knew that they were 

both pretty famous and that the Beach Boys were American and the Beatles were British. At my 

young age, that was about all I really needed to know to decide that the Beach Boys would be my 

favorite band and that I would hate the Beatles. As stupid as the reasoning behind it was, every 

time I heard someone say that the Beatles were the greatest band ever, my animosity towards 
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them grew. Mainly because there weren’t many people saying that about the Beach Boys. I was 

loyal if nothing else.  

That’s pretty much how it was with ER and Chicago Hope, but eventually I had to grow 

up and face the facts. The Beach Boys are a very nice band, and Pet Sounds is an incredible 

album, but they aren’t even on the same level as the Beatles. The same holds true for Chicago 

Hope. I still love the show, but after I finally sat down and watched ER, I knew there was no 

comparison. Sometimes, you draw lines without even realizing it, and those lines become 

increasingly difficult to cross with each passing day. It takes something amazing, possibly 

catastrophic, before you can ever erase them.  

So here is where the story gets dark or heavy or sad or clichéd or whatever the hell you 

want to say about it. Like I said, I was confused, but I wasn’t distraught, yet. It would take a 

series of disturbing, and potentially crushing, blows to render me distraught and disillusioned. 

The first was my evil boss’ stepdaughter dying. I was surprised at how hard this hit me. I’d only 

met her once or twice, but she was young and beautiful and loved sports and wasn’t supposed to 

die yet but she did and it ruined what was left of her family. The boss man’s wife decided she 

wasn’t going back to work full time because she didn’t want to miss any important time with the 

surviving daughter. This pissed the boss off because she made more money than him, and he’d 

spent years positioning things so he could knock her up and become a stay at home dad. The 

untimely death of his stepdaughter threw a king hell monkey wrench into the vile inner workings 

of his scheme, and he wasn’t at all happy about it.  

He started acting like more and more of a spoiled brat, and his asshole rating was through 

the roof. I hated him more with each passing minute. I’m fairly sure he picked up on this, and it 

made our random interactions interesting and my situation at work tenuous. Even though I hated 
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my job, I couldn’t really afford to lose it. I didn’t have any money in the bank, and I had just 

bounced my second rent check in four months. Any day now, I was expecting to come home and 

find an eviction notice taped to my door. To make matters worse, I couldn’t ask my dad for help 

because he’d already given me money to pay my rent, which I spent on various libations. I was 

about an eyelash from being homeless, so I was gonna have to get used to biting my tongue, 

hard, and most likely the taste of my own blood, unless I wanted to be out of a job, too. I tried to 

kid myself into thinking things couldn’t get worse.  

But they did get worse, much worse, on that day during Christmas break when my mom, 

and brother, and I were doing our holiday baking. It’s a family tradition that every year the three 

of us spend a day baking all the little loaves of pumpkin and strawberry bread and the pies that 

will be devoured at Christmas dinner. This particular year, tradition didn’t go exactly as planned. 

About two hours into the baking, my step dad appeared at the bottom of the kitchen stairs, 

wrapped in a towel, and looking concerned.  

“Karen, could you come here for a minute?” 

“What is it, Honey?” 

“I just need you to come here for a minute.” 

“Can it wait, Steve? The boys and I are in the middle of baking.” 

I saw Steve’s face go dark with thought at my Mom’s reply. I could tell he didn’t want to 

interrupt her time with me and my brother, but something was seriously bothering him. He 

struggled with something for a moment, then his shoulders fell and his eyes got real heavy 

looking.   

“Karen…I found something…I found…I…” 

“What’s the matter, Honey?” 
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My step dad was crying now. The man I’d once seen run out the back door with a double 

barreled shot gun after my mom heard a strange noise in the backyard was now half naked and 

crying in the kitchen.  

“I found a lump under my arm, honey. I noticed it a while back and thought it was a bite 

of some sort, but it hasn’t gone away. It’s pretty big. Could you come take a look at it?”  

 The doctors tried to reassure everyone that it was just a cyst at first. It was going to be a 

simple procedure. There wouldn’t be any scarring or even discomfort. Most likely, it was just 

filled with water and only needed to be lanced. All that bullshit went out the window the minute 

the doctor started poking that fucking lump and nothing came out, at least nothing that was 

supposed to come out. It was not a cyst. Everything was not going to be okay. It would not be 

simple. There was going to be discomfort. It wouldn’t just go away. Christmas was not going to 

be merry.  

So maybe you can understand how shocked and hurt and scared I was when Dr. Greene’s 

cancer came back. And this is where my ladies come back into the story, and it’s about time 

because I have neglected them for too long. My mom, who I love above anyone else in this 

world, was about to go through a hell I still cannot fathom. She was about to stand by and watch 

a team of doctors try to kill the poison growing inside the man she loved without actually killing 

him. For those unfamiliar with cancer and the way it’s treated, the chemotherapy and radiation 

and whatever new torture they put patients through almost kills them.  

Steve got so sick after the treatments that my mother didn’t know what to do, so she 

started researching cancer on the internet, and before long, she had Steve on an all organic diet 

and a host of holistic remedies. She was watching him lose weight, lose hair, and throw up for 

hours at a time. She was watching him die. I couldn’t come close to understanding the pain my 
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mom was feeling. She even called me, once, to see if I could help. I was sitting at home when I 

got the call.  

“Hello?” 

“Hey, Harlin, it’s mom.” 

“What’s up, mom? How’s Steve?” 

“He’s not so good, kiddo.” I heard a foreboding sniffle. “The chemo is making him real, 

real sick. He’s not eating anything, and all the color has gone out of him. He - he looks like he’s 

already dead.” 

That’s when the damn burst and my mom started crying worse then my little brother 

when he was seven and he would see a movie where they killed off some nameless dinosaur or, 

even worse, Godzilla. I tried to talk to her, calm her down, but she wouldn’t stop crying for 

almost fifteen minutes. I was about to lose it when she finally got herself somewhat together.  

“I’m sorry, son. I know you hate it when I cry. I just don’t know what to do anymore. I’m 

running out of things I can do for him, and nothing’s helping.” 

“Well, is there any way I can help?” 

“There…there might be. Do you know where to get any marijuana?” 

Now, this totally blew me away. Never in a million years did I expect my mother to 

actually ask me to buy her some pot. If she didn’t sound so broken up, I would have thought it 

was a trick.  

“I might be able to get some,” I said. “How much do you need?” 

“I don’t know. How much can I get for fifty dollars?” 

“Enough for you to know if it’ll do him any good.” 

“Can you get me that much?” 
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“I think so, mom.” 

“Oh, please, Harlin. It would help him out so much.” 

“Alright, mom. I’ll try.” 

 And that was pretty much the end of that conversation. I told her I would try and find her 

some pot, but that I couldn’t promise anything and not to get her hopes up. That night I called up 

a couple of people I knew, and sure enough, I was able to score a bag. I took it back to my house 

and recruited a buddy of mine to help me test it. It wasn’t the greatest stuff I’d ever gotten, but I 

figured it would do the trick. It was too late, and I was too stoned, to call my mom and give her 

the good news, but I fully intended to. I really did.  

 About that time, the eviction notice I’d been dreading showed up on my door, and my life 

was thrust into a whirlwind of chaos and consequences. I had to try and explain to my dad what 

happened to the rent money he sent me, and I had to find a new place to live. I tried getting more 

hours at work, but there weren’t any to be had, and my boss wouldn’t have given them to me 

even if there were. To make a long story short, I became very depressed. I became very 

depressed and confined myself to my crappy new apartment and work. I became very depressed 

and confined myself to my crappy new apartment and work and smoked all my mom’s pot. 

That’s when I had to stop answering my phone. I just couldn’t bring myself to explain to my 

mom just how much I’d let her down.  

Being a twenty-two year old kid, I had no concept of the way my mom loved Steve, or 

even me for that matter, and how capable of forgiveness they are. Now that I am a little older, I 

have an infinitesimal insight into the awe inspiring ways that women can love. Mothers, wives, 

sisters, and grandmothers possess this inherent instinct when it comes to loving. They can love 

with their whole selves. I’m still not sure if men are able to do that. I saw how much it affected 
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my ladies when Dr. Greene’s cancer came back. Even though he was a made up character, and 

the actor playing him was perfectly fine, the look on the faces of my ladies was a hundred times 

more real than the look on the face of the actress that played his wife. Those three ladies who 

watched ER with me every Thursday helped introduce me to a whole new level of hurt. I hurt for 

them, I hurt for the made up characters, I hurt for Steve, I hurt for my boss’ stepdaughter who 

didn’t make it, and most of all, I hurt for my mother.  

When you get cancer here in Texas, the best place for you to go is a hospital called MD 

Anderson down in Houston. That’s your best chance of surviving, so that’s where my Mom and 

Steve went. They packed up everything they would need and moved into some apartments that 

they have especially for patients of the hospital. I thought that it must have been depressing, 

living in those places and wondering whether the person living there before you was still actually 

living. I wondered if they smelled sick like a nursing home or a really old person’s house. I 

wondered what my Mom would do with nothing to pass the time but worrying and praying.  

Even though I was intentionally avoiding talking to my mom, I still found a cowardly 

way to communicate with her. Basically, it consisted of letting the answering machine screen all 

my calls and calling her back at a time when I knew no one would be around to answer. This let 

me stay in touch with her, but it still afforded me the opportunity to circumvent any sticky 

conversations on the subject of medicinal marijuana. I knew my mother would never have the 

courage to leave a message about something like that on the answering machine. In order to 

indefinitely extend this game of phone tag, I called my mom and Steve mostly on Sundays and 

Wednesday, when I knew they would be at church. Other times, I would call them at weird hours 

while I was working, so I could lie and say there were customers for me to deal with if an 
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unpleasant topic of discussion ever came up. More and more each day, I was beginning to 

believe that I wasn’t worth the pain of labor.  

Via the answering machine, I promised my Mom that I would make it down to Houston 

to see her and Steve, and I really did mean to. But things happened during the semester, and I 

never had any money due to my shitty job and my eviction, and I was about to graduate with no 

idea of what lay in wait, and I saw the looks on the faces of my ladies, and I couldn’t bear to see 

the same look on the face of my own mother, and Dr. Greene only had four episodes left to live, 

and I’m a real shitty bastard so I never went to see them. Sure, I made them each a couple of cds 

that I hoped would distract them for a while, but basically, I deserted them at the worst possible 

time. And that’s a feeling I’ll always carry with me.  

Those bastards at the network tortured us right up until they killed Dr. Greene. Three 

weeks before he died there was the episode where he decided he didn’t want anymore treatment. 

He didn’t want to be hooked up to machines for the last fleeting months of his life. There were 

more looks from the ladies at this decision. Once again they were more powerful and more 

genuine than the one on the face of the actress playing his wife, and hers was pretty damn 

moving in its own right. After that, there was Dr. Greene’s chat with his ex-wife about his life 

insurance and taking care of his daughter and about how it really wasn’t all that bad between 

them and how they really had loved each other and how they were kind of sad it hadn’t worked 

out but that they knew it was for the best, and then she put on a watered down version of the look 

on my ladies’ faces. It was getting to be too much. I couldn’t stop thinking about my Mom and 

Steve.  

It was about that time that I started having the dreams. I’d never been an especially sound 

sleeper, but lately, I wasn’t sleeping much at all. These terrible nightmares kept waking me up in 



 60  

the middle of the night. In the dreams, I was at work and some customer needed help getting the 

change machine to take their dollar. I’d come around from behind the counter, take the wrinkled 

bill, smooth it, and coerce the change machine into accepting it. What happened next was the 

scary part.  

The change machine started spewing out quarters at an astronomical rate, and it wouldn’t 

stop. Everyone else in the pool hall would disappear and the doors would lock shut. The change 

machine just kept dispensing quarters faster and faster until the pool hall began to fill up. Before 

I knew it, I would be up to my knees in quarters, then my waist, and soon up to my chest. I was 

drowning in quarters, and there was nothing I could do about it. No one was there to help me. 

Then, all of the sudden, the ER theme song would start playing, and I would see my ladies at the 

door to the pool hall. They always looked scared, but they never panicked. They just calmly 

picked up anything they could find and started slamming them against the window, trying to 

shatter the glass and save my life. They hurled chair after chair after chair at those doors and 

nothing ever worked. Nonetheless, they refused to leave me. Just before I was swallowed alive 

by the rising tide of quarters, I would scream and reach out to them for help. That’s when I’d 

wake up.   

I didn’t dare tell the ladies about my dreams, but I wanted to. Some part of me wondered 

if they had the same dreams. I knew that couldn’t be true, though, so I buried it all inside of me 

and called my little brother. Luke is three and a half years younger than me, but he’s always been 

a good source of advice because he knows me about as well as anyone. I told him about my 

dream and about the ladies and asked him what he thought it meant. He wasn’t as helpful as I’d 

hoped.  

“Man, brother, I think it means you’re stuck. You’re stuck, and you’re scared as hell.” 
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“But what do I do about it?” 

I was expecting sympathy here, but I got the opposite.  

“You get the fuck over it and start worrying about someone besides yourself.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked.  

“I’m talking about the fact that you are young and smart and you have the whole rest of 

your life ahead of you. I shouldn’t have to tell you that you don’t have that bad.” 

“But you said yourself I was stuck.” 

“Yeah, I did. But that doesn’t mean I should feel sorry for you. Do you remember the 

time I got a flat tire and I called AAA to come and change it for me?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Do you remember how much shit you and Dad gave me for that?” 

“Yeah, I do.” 

“Well I was sixteen then, but I should have been able to that handle that myself. And 

you’re damn near twenty-three years old, so you sure as shit better be able to take care of your 

own messes. It’s nobody’s job but your own.” 

“I guess you’re right, Luke.” 

“No. You know I’m right. Sorry to have to cut you short, but I gotta go run some errands. 

You’re not gonna believe this, but Mom asked me to pick up some grass for Steve.” 

“Really?” I tried to sound surprised. 

“Yeah, she says the chemo is hell on him, and they’re willing to try anything. You know, 

you should really make it down there to see them soon.  

“I know. I know. I’ll talk to you later, brother.  

“You, too, Harlin. Take care.” 
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Talking to my brother made me feel about a foot tall. I’d failed in my duties as the first 

born son, and I could only guess what my mother thought of me right now. I wonder how long 

she waited before turning to my little brother for help. He was going to stick his neck out and be 

the good son while I sat on my ass behind a counter, made change, and felt sorry for myself.  

Since I wasn’t man enough to be there for my own mother, I swore I was going to be 

strong for my ladies when Dr. Greene’s time finally came. I knew it could get pretty emotional, 

and that there might possibly be some crying. Neither of those situations were particularly 

appealing to me, but I had to start somewhere. If I couldn’t be a man for my own Mom, I was 

damn sure gonna do the job for somebody else’s.  My ladies were not going to go through this 

alone. I would let them cry as much as they needed. Hell, they could even use my shoulder if 

absolutely necessary. It would be my first real step towards manhood.  

Instead of getting things over and done with, the network decided to draw out the torture 

over two episodes, which was not good for me at all. Things were not looking especially positive 

down in Houston and Dr. Green had quit taking shifts at the hospital. For Dr. Green to quit 

taking shifts meant pretty much the same thing as admitting he was all but dead. The episode 

right before he died didn’t even have him in it. The beginning starts out with Dr. Carter reading a 

letter that Dr. Green had written to the ER staff. It talks about how he left so abruptly and how he 

didn’t mean to be rude but he was dying and didn’t know any other way to leave and how much 

they all mean to him and how he loves them all like family and how he wishes he had time to say 

all the things he wanted to say to them. The letter makes everyone feel happy because Dr. Green 

is now in Hawaii fixing his relationship with his daughter, and he sounds in good spirits despite 

the inoperable brain tumor. Then comes the post script from his wife saying that he died that 

morning. Everyone starts to tear up and lose it and they post the letter on the board and the rest 
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of the episode is mostly about people that haven’t heard the terrible news reading it on the 

bulletin board of the ER. My ladies were mostly crushed, but there was something they had deep 

inside of them that wouldn’t allow them to crumble into a whimpering heap as I expected them 

to. Maybe it was the same thing that made me reach out to them in my dreams, the same thing 

that made them fight to save me, the same thing that wouldn’t let them abandon me even when it 

looked hopeless.  

The next week was the real tough episode. Dr. Green, for one more hour, was back alive 

again. It was his farewell episode, and it was cruel. He was at the beach with his daughter and his 

tumor. He taught her to drive a stick and all those other you things you would want to do if you 

were going to die before your kid turned sixteen. It was simple and beautiful and emotional and 

then he was dead and it was closing time and it was just me and the ladies and I was the one 

crying and not them.  

I stood behind the counter thinking of my mother gently wiping the sweat off Steve’s 

brow and generally trying to make him more comfortable just the way Dr. Green’s wife was 

doing. His wife was also a doctor, but in my mind she wasn’t doing half the job my Mother was. 

I tried to turn around so that my ladies wouldn’t see me crying, I was supposed to be strong for 

them after all, but it was no good. Some lonely straggler from one of the ping pong table in the 

back had approached the counter with the intention of paying for his games and retrieving his 

student ID.  

“Excuse me. I’m ready to pay now.” 

I didn’t answer. 

“Excuse me,” he said a little louder. “I would like to pay, please.” 
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The tears were sliding down my face faster than I cared to think about, and taking this 

jackass’ money was the last thing on my mind, but he just wouldn’t go away.  

“Hey!” he shouted. “I’m ready to pay and go home now!” 

I couldn’t take it anymore. Not any of it. Not my own failures. Not Dr. Green. Not Steve. 

Not my Mom. Not anything. I lost it. I lost it bad.  

“Then why don’t you get the fuck out of here!” I screamed as I threw his ID at him. “I 

don’t want your fucking money. Take your shit and get the fuck out! Do you hear me? I’d better 

not ever see you in here again. So help me God, I will fucking kill you if you so much as look at 

me again.” 

The poor kid’s jaw dropped about a mile and a half and then he high tailed it out of there. 

As I was trying to collect myself, I noticed that at some point my ladies had approached the 

counter and had been less than five feet away from my outburst. I expected them to be shocked 

or ashamed of me the same way I figured my mom was, but they weren’t. It still seems strange to 

me, but it looked like they understood.  

I suppose this is the part where I should have them come around the corner and give me a 

group hug and tell me that it will be alright, but that would be contradicting myself because I 

already said on the first page of this fucking story that I never touched them. Instead, they just 

dabbed at their eyes with crumpled up tissues and gave me a new look.  

It was a bit difficult to see through my tear-blurred vision, but it wasn’t the same look 

they’d had about Dr. Green dying. It was a strange look that said it was okay for me to cry and 

be sad about a made up character. It was a gracious look that forgave me for not being there for 

my mother. It was a look that said they would be there if things didn’t work out in Houston and I 

needed that group hug after all. It was a compassionate look that told me someone would always 
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love me no matter what happened after graduation. It was wise look that told me Dr. Green 

wasn’t really dead and that he would always live on in syndication.   

My ladies weren’t perfect, and they certainly hadn’t made it to this point in their lives 

unscathed, but they were there, and they were still living, and that gave me hope.  
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Uncle Rory 

 It was snowing like a bastard when I finally reached the bottom of the winding road that 

led up the hill to Uncle Rory’s house. I was in Arkansas now, and I swear it’d been getting 

colder ever since I left Texas that morning. It was so cold outside that various species of vermin 

were dying on the side of the road before they had a chance to dart out into traffic and be 

smashed into the great beyond as God intended. The conditions weren’t much better in my truck. 

I could actually feel my testicles surging up inside my body on a desperate quest for warmth. My 

heater gave out somewhere in Oklahoma, and I was beginning to fear for my reproductive 

abilities.   

 The snow was falling harder by the minute, and my windshield was freezing over, so I 

couldn’t see very much, but from what I could tell, things weren’t looking good. Uncle Rory was 

supposed to meet me at the bottom of the hill, but there was no sign of him. If he didn’t show up 

soon, I would be forced to tackle the hill myself, and that didn’t bode well for me. No one in our 

entire family can find Uncle Rory’s house on that hill.  

Thirty years ago, there was nothing but pine trees where his neighborhood is now. Then 

some genius got the bright idea to build a housing development on it. Now there are fifty odd 

houses nestled obscurely into the trees and connected by the one major road and its small, 

confusing tributaries. All the houses look identical. Each one is made entirely of wood and 

stained a similar shade. Every street on the hill has “pine” in the name. Pine Road, Pine Terrace, 

Pine Trail, Pine Way, Pine Court. I personally could never remember if I took Pine Row to Pine 

Lane or Pine Crossing to Pine Circle. If I was forced to try and find my way on that hill alone, at 

night, and in the snow, I would surely die.  
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Just when I though all was lost, I saw a flash of light and a four wheeler explode out of an 

opening in the trees I swear wasn’t a path any sane man had ever taken before. The ATV skidded 

to a stop inches from my front bumper. It was Uncle Rory. He waved with one hand while 

beeping his horn at me with the other and shouted, “Welcome Nephew” at me, then turned his 

head as if to say something to someone behind him. Almost magically, I saw a beer can appear at 

his side. As he took the can and poured its contents down his throat, I saw my 9 year old cousin 

Megan poke her head out from behind her father and wave shyly at me.  

“Follow me, nephew” shouted Uncle Rory, then he handed the beer can back to little 

Megan and gunned the four wheeler with his free hand. The machine tossed a blanket of snow at 

my windshield, and I said a quick prayer that I would make it to my uncle’s house alive. The ride 

up was treacherous. Uncle Rory was always a turn ahead of me. I couldn’t see much out of my 

windshield anymore, and I was driving much faster than I was comfortable with. I flashed my 

lights at my uncle, but instead of slowing down, he took it as a challenge.  

Rory began cutting corners on each turn, sometimes blazing yet another new trail through 

the trees, and when he came up behind slow moving traffic, he turned ditches into extra lanes 

and passed them. Occasionally, I would see his head turn toward my cousin and she would hand 

his beer up to him. I have no idea in hell how I stayed with him, and that’s not just an expression. 

Between the snow and the fogged up windshield, there were at least a dozen maneuvers I made 

with my eyes basically closed. Some of them I made with my eyes actually closed because I 

couldn’t bear to watch.  

About halfway up the hill I was more than ready to piss myself. Lucky for me, matter in 

its liquid state no longer existed in my truck. Any urine that my rapidly freezing body could have 
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expelled would have turned immediately to ice, and I was mighty grateful for that. I hadn’t seen 

my uncle in two years, and I didn’t want my pants to be wet for our reunion.   

Three quarters of the way up the hill one of my eyes froze shut. This wasn’t entirely a 

bad thing since there was only about one eyehole of unfrozen windshield left anyway. I knew we 

had to be getting close to his house, so I crossed myself and prayed that the blessed virgin would 

smile on me one last time. I wasn’t Catholic, but I couldn’t see how that mattered much.  

I was about to take drastic action and try to bash out my windshield with a lug wrench 

when Uncle Rory stopped in front of a grey Isuzu Amigo and yet another wooden house. I 

couldn’t recognize my uncle’s house to save my life, but I knew his car anywhere. The tires were 

bald as usual, and there was no muffler. Uncle Rory didn’t like mufflers. He said they slowed 

him down. Consequently, he hadn’t had the vehicle inspected since it came off the line in ten 

years ago. It was a ticket waiting to happen, and with Uncle Rory, you didn’t have to wait long.  

But I didn’t care about all that because I was happy to be alive and stationary and about 

to get warm. I was so happy I wanted to hug someone. I jumped out of my car expecting my 

uncle to be waiting to greet me, but the front door was already slamming behind him. Little 

cousin Megan was still sitting on the ATV, holding a beer can. I was puzzled. I looked at Megan 

then I looked at the beer can, and I had a chance to look at them both again before she spoke. 

“It’s empty,” she said, then tossed the can in the yard and went inside. I was alone again.  

It wasn’t quite the welcome I’d expected. No “hello”, no “how was your drive”, no “good 

to see you”, nothing at all to welcome me in from the cold. Between this and the ride up, I was 

starting to get pissed off. Rory was the youngest of my Dad’s brothers and a bit strange on a 

good day, but he’d always been friendly.  Maybe he didn’t want me here. Maybe this layover 

was just another one of those touching family moments that my dad fantasizes about. He’s 
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always trying to do crazy shit like teach me the value of family, and it was his idea for me to stop 

at Uncle Rory’s. Only problem with my dad’s idea of family bonding is that he dreams it up all 

Norman Rockwell like, but it usually ends up reeking of National Lampoons family disaster.  

The snow was still coming down pretty steadily, and my balls were still inching their way 

north. I grabbed my bag and braced myself for the shock of three female cousins under the age of 

twelve. I knew full well they were gonna try and climb on me. They may even be so bold as to 

pull on my beard. I was in for hell.  

I tried to put those thoughts out of my mind and be grateful that I had a warm place to 

sleep, but a tidal wave of pony tails and buck teeth staggered me before I could get through the 

door. There was round after round of obligatory hugs and my feigned amazement over how 

much the girls had grown. I’ve never understood the fascination with little humans growing into 

bigger humans. We were all born small, and we all grew bigger, what’s not to understand?  

Either way, it looked like I was about to be in real trouble because I saw my Aunt Lelani 

headed my way with the new baby. I did not want to hold that baby. Not just that baby, but any 

baby. The last thing in the world a twenty year old guy wants to do is hold a baby. Babies cry. 

Babies shit. Babies eat shit that looks like shit, and then they either shit or puke that shit they just 

ate right back out. Besides that, babies remind young gentlemen of what they could end up with 

if they’re not careful.  

Nonetheless, Aunt Lelani was bearing down on me with her squirming ball of baby, and I 

had nowhere to run. She backed me into a corner and thrust the baby toward me. I began 

mumbling frantically in the hopes that a good excuse for not wanting to hold the baby would 

come out, but it was no good. The baby was too close. I couldn’t think. I was in its tractor beam.  
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Just then, Uncle Rory reappeared and came to my rescue. “Damn it woman,” he said. 

“Let my nephew put his shit down before you go shovin babies in his face.” Now let’s get 

something straight. I’ve never heard my Uncle Rory speak much about God or the bible or any of 

that. He likes motorcycles, the Minnesota Vikings and Arkansas Razorbacks basketball. But I 

swear, at that moment, the man was Moses himself, mouthpiece of God. One word from him and 

that gaggle of women parted like the Red Sea. And when it did, heaven was waiting for me on 

the other side in the form of an ice cold tall boy of Keystone and a frosty mug. Uncle Rory was 

grinning from ear to ear as he filled the mug to point of overflowing before handing it to me and 

knocking back whatever was left in the can. “C’mon”, he said. “Let’s go out to the men’s room.” 

Now, in some parts of Arkansas the phrase “let’s go out to the men’s room” should either 

prepare you for outdoor plumbing or make you run like hell. At my Uncle Rory’s it just meant 

the garage. When you fancy yourself a real man’s man, like my uncle does, and you end up 

living in a house with four women, you have to find some place to call your own. For Rory, it 

was his garage. My uncle’s lair of testosterone was equipped with a home made bar, a dart board, 

a pool table, various gas chugging, high powered tools of destruction, and the biggest wood 

burning furnace I’d ever seen in my life. Uncle Rory prided himself in being able to heat his 

entire house solely by burning wood and having more than enough chainsaws to provide that 

wood.   

The first twenty minutes in the garage, or “men’s room” were spent introducing me to the 

tools. There were, of course, the chainsaws, all seven of them, each slightly more powerful than 

its predecessor. They all had names and stories about the biggest trees they’d every cut down. 

The newest and most powerful was known simply as King Sawdust. There were two nail guns 

that went by the names Butch and Sundance, a belt sander called  Mr. Smooth, a chop saw 
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referred to as the Blue Bastard on account of a men’s room accident in which someone lost a 

pinky finger, and of course Captain Drilly. Captain Drilly, a massive power auger, was a 

holdover from my uncle’s stint in the fence building business. Uncle Rory loved Captain Drilly 

so much that I wouldn’t have been surprised if he carried a picture of him in his wallet.  

After the tool introductions were over, we spent some time catching up and discussing 

family.  

“So, how’s your dad?” Uncle Rory asked. 

“Fine.” 

“And your brother and Mom?” 

“Good. How are things around here?” 

“Not too shabby,” he answered.  

“How are the kids doing in school?” I asked.  

“Well, they ain’t on the honor roll, but they ain’t flunking out.” 

“That’s good,” I said.  

“Yup,” he answered. “Want another beer?” 

“Sure.” 

And so we sat in the men’s room, drank beer, and watched videos of Uncle Rory racing 

motorcycles back in the eighties before kids and a wife and a mortgage weighed him down. We 

talked about sports and cars and girls and boats and all the other things that men like to bullshit 

about when they drink. We burped and farted and laughed out loud about it. Those cheap 

tallboys and that wood burning furnace insulated us from the part of the house that was berets 

and baby dolls and pet ferrets. Neither of us wanted any part of that world right now, and they 

sure as hell weren’t welcome in the men’s room.  
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After about a six pack each, Aunt Lelani poked her head in the men’s room to let us 

know that dinner was on the table. Uncle Rory and I got up to go inside, but then he stopped me 

at the door.  

“Nephew, I’m glad you’re here.” 

I was touched. All the bullshit about making it up the hill and the less than warm 

reception I received was starting to vanish. I had survived that awkward period of reconnection 

we all go through when visiting relatives we haven’t seen for a long while, and everything would 

be smooth sailing from here on out.  

“Thanks a lot, Uncle Rory. That really means something to me. I’m glad to be here, too.” 

Uncle Rory got quiet and looked like he might fall over for a minute, then spoke again. 

“Hey nephew, wanna chug one last beer before we go into dinner?” 

“Sure. Why not?”  

 “Wanna drop a shot of whisky in them beers?” 

“I don’t guess I see how that could be a bad idea, Uncle Rory.” 

“That’s my boy.” 

So we did our boilermakers and staggered in to dinner. I was rapidly approaching drunk, 

and I think Uncle Rory was already hammered. The rest of the family was already seated and 

waiting for us. I tried my best to sit down like I hadn’t been drinking, but Uncle Rory slumped 

into the chair like a drunk at last call. His wife and daughters watched him carefully. Their 

bodies were tensed as if they were waiting for something. I thought they might be angry about 

him being sloshed at dinner, but I was wrong. They were waiting for him to make the first move.  

Without so much as a prayer or even a grunt, Uncle Rory dove into the dinner laid out 

before him. Like old west gunfighters, the rest of the family reacted instantaneously to his 
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movements, and in a flash, everyone at the table had food except for me. As I filled my plate, I 

couldn’t shake the feeling that I wouldn’t have lasted in long in the days of cowboys and Indians.  

Dinner itself was soupy. Don’t get me wrong, it tasted fine and appeared to contain some 

sort of meat, but it was soupy nonetheless. I could make out mashed potatoes, a noodle or two, 

and a green vegetable, but the rest was a mystery. I was drunk, though, and it was warm and 

good, so I didn’t complain or try to figure things out. I thought about trying to make some 

pleasant dinner table type conversation, but everyone seemed to be focused entirely on eating. 

Uncle Rory was bleary eyed and his head hung precariously low over his plate. Barely and inch 

separated him and an up close and personal encounter with the steaming, soupy meal. Halfway 

through, he paused for a moment, and I feared that he might be about to make his final, 

facedown descent into his dinner, but instead he groaned out his seal of approval toward my aunt 

for her efforts in the kitchen, then continued shoveling food into his mouth.  

When he was done eating, Uncle Rory lurched out of his chair and stumbled to the 

kitchen where he gently deposited his plate in the kitchen sink. Next, he opened the refrigerator, 

stared into it for a long moment, sighed a deep sigh, and removed two tallboys and an empty 

twelve pack, which he tossed in the general direction of the trash can.  

“Nephew,” he said. “This is all the beer we got, and I don’t think it’s gonna be enough.” 

 “Well, you ain’t going nowhere, Rory,” Aunt Lelani replied. “Your fucking drunk.” 

 My uncle muttered something and headed back out to the men’s room. Since I was 

finished with my dinner, and I sure as hell didn’t want to be stuck inside with the little girl 

cousins and a baby that I had thus far avoided holding, so I figured it would be best if I followed 

him. Besides, there were only two beers left, and I knew if I didn’t get out there quick Uncle 

Rory would drink both of them.   
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 Much to my surprise, Uncle Rory didn’t look too upset about Aunt Lelani nixing his 

plans to get more beer. He was already working on one of the tallboys, and he tossed me the 

other.  

 “Enjoy it, Nephew. It’s the last one,” he said.  

 “Yeah, that sucks,” I replied. “How far away is the beer store? I’m not that drunk yet, 

maybe Aunt Lelani will let me drive.” 

 “Don’t you worry about that, she’ll let me drive us to the beer store.” 

 “But Uncle Rory, she said you were too drunk to drive.” 

 “Yeah, well. Lelani says a lot of things I don’t listen to. Trust me. There ain’t nothing she 

can do to keep us from getting more beer.” 

 “But how are you gonna talk her into letting us go?” 

 “Nephew, you might be too young to understand this, but your Aunt Lelani is a woman, 

and I am a man. That means I don’t gotta talk her into shit. Always remember that. It’ll come in 

handy when you get hitched. You got that?” 

 “Uh, sure Uncle Rory, I got it.” 

 “Repeat it.” 

 “What?” 

 “Tell me what I told to you to remember.” 

 “Um, I don’t gotta talk a woman into shit.” 

 “Louder and with more authority, or else they’ll never believe you. 

 “I AIN’T GOTTA TALK A WOMAN INTO SHIT!” 

 “Why not?” he asked. 

 “CAUSE I’M A FUCKING MAN!” 
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 “There you go nephew. Now you’re talking some sense.” 

 Right about then, Aunt Lelani walked in and wanted to know what all the racket was 

about. I was embarrassed and afraid she’d heard me, but Uncle Rory kept his cool. He told her 

we were talking about sports and that we’d gotten a little out of hand on account of the beers. 

This truly amazed me. My uncle wanted his wife to let us go buy more beer in the middle of a 

snowstorm when she already thought he was too drunk to drive, and here he was reinforcing that 

idea. Either he was shooting his mouth off about that controlling his woman shit, or he had 

mastered the art of mind control. I couldn’t wait to find out. And you know, with my Uncle 

Rory, you never have to wait long.  

 Lelani turned around to go back inside, but Rory stopped her.  

 “Lelani, why don’t you stick around for a little while? Let the kids watch a movie and 

you come hang out with the grownups for a bit.” 

 “That doesn’t sound like a bad idea, but it doesn’t mean I’m gonna let you go buy beer.” 

 “Calm down, Honey. Did I say anything about going to buy beer?” 

 “No, I guess not.” 

 “Alright, then. Just relax.” 

 What came next would change me for life. Seriously, it would permanently alter the way 

I looked at my uncle. It would scare, scar, and amaze me all at the same time. Aunt Lelani was 

trying to do a better job of inquiring about the family and Uncle Rory was looking distracted and 

pacing around the men’s room. For a split second, I was afraid he was looking for something to 

knock my aunt out with so that we could go buy beer, but he stopped in front of the dart board 

instead. Then he turned to me and asked the hardest question I’ve ever had to answer.  

 “Nephew, you ever smoke grass?” 
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 I was paralyzed. I didn’t have any idea what to say or do. I mean, hell yes, I’d smoked 

pot before, but not with relatives. I wasn’t sure if this was a genuine offer, or an elaborate test set 

up by my dad to see if college life had turned me into a drug crazed heathen. I just stood there for 

a minute and felt my head spin. Uncle Rory must have sensed that I was apprehensive, so he 

opened the door to his dart cabinet and pulled out a sack of the strongest smelling dope I’d ever 

seen in my life. Apparently, not only did my Uncle Rory and Aunt Lelani smoke, but they 

smoked some truly dank shit.  

 “You wanna try some of this Arkansas skunk weed, nephew?” 

 “You gonna tell my dad?” I couldn’t help asking.  

 “Hell no. Are you?” 

 “This might be one of those things it’s better if he doesn’t know.” 

 “Good thinking, nephew.” 

 “Lelani, you gonna smoke with us. You know you want to.” 

 “Well, I guess so, but don’t let me have too much. You know I’ll fall asleep if I have too 

much.” 

 Oh – no – he wasn’t. He wouldn’t dare. Everything was starting to become clear to me. 

My Uncle Rory was gonna get my aunt so stoned that she’d fall asleep and we could go get more 

beer. In my heart, I knew this to be a bad idea; but somehow, it just didn’t seem to be any of my 

business. After all, marriage is a sacred bond between two people. Who was I to interfere? 

 As Uncle Rory was loading the pipe, I took a moment to satisfy my curiosity and 

examine the weed. The buds were perfect. They were milky green with crystals tiny keef crystals 

growing all over them. The shit looked like it was genetically engineered in a lab. It had been 

sealed up tight in two Ziploc bags, and even then, you could smell the goodness filling up the 
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room. The minute Uncle Rory sparked the bowl, a rich odor of pine filled the room. I swear to 

God, it smelled like the whole damn men’s room was packed to the rafters with Christmas Trees. 

If Santa Clause smoked bud, this would be the kind he smoked.   

 They passed me the pipe, and I braced myself for that first hit. I was used to smoking 

nasty shit broken off a brick that probably came from Mexico. The pot I usually smoked would 

make you hack and cough and generally spit up all over the place. I surely didn’t want to look 

like an amateur in front of my relatives. To my delight, this was the smoothest bud I had ever 

smoked. It had a rich, fresh, clean taste to it. To be perfectly honest and accurate, this marijuana 

tasted like what I imagine pine flavored tic tacs would be like if they ever decided to make them. 

It was delicious. I wouldn’t have hesitated to eat an entire bag of that shit.  

 As if the smell weren’t enough, it was also the most intense high I’d ever experienced. 

My eyes instantly dried up, and I started blinking like madman. I could feel my contact lenses 

turning into tiny, hard pieces of plastic and scratching my eyes. I tried to rub the life back into 

them, but that just made things worse. I was trying to keep my cool, so as not to embarrass 

myself, but the fact that I was drunk, high, and blind wasn’t helping. I was seconds away from 

freaking the fuck out when I heard a sharp whistle. I still couldn’t see very well, but luckily, the 

pot had given me some kind of crazy bionic hearing, so I had no trouble pinpointing the direction 

the whistle came from. I turned toward the source of the shrill noise, but all I could make out 

through the dried up contacts and frantic blinking was a vaguely Uncle Roryish blur. 

 “Hey nephew,” he said. “You look like you need some of this.” 

 I asked him what he thought I needed and the bastard, knowing full well that I couldn’t 

see for shit, held something up. 

 “I can’t see what you’re holding,” I told him.  
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 I was getting more irritated and disoriented by the moment. My eyes were burning 

severely, and I was contemplating ripping them from my head. Uncle Rory started laughing, 

which was good because it gave me a good fix on where he was. Then the blur that was my uncle 

made a quick movement, and my hydrobionic ears instantly detected something hurtling towards 

me through the smoke filled air of the men’s room. I closed my eyes completely and tried to 

remember everything I’d ever learned from watching Star Wars. At that moment, I became Luke 

Skywalker on the Millennium Falcon, blindfolded, fighting that little floating ball that shoots 

lasers at him. I honed in on the sound of the unidentified object and tried to gauge the speed at 

which it was traveling. Then I did some quick mental calculations that would have made my high 

school physics teacher proud, reached out, and plucked what turned out to be bottle of Visine out 

of the air.  

 Words cannot describe the sweet, liquid relief that came out of that bottle. The 

palpitations in my eyes gradually ceased, and the world came back into focus. When it did, I 

noticed that my aunt and uncle had taken my temporary blindness as an opportunity to engage in 

some heavy petting. I’m not shitting you. He had one hand in the back pocket of her jeans, the 

other up under her shirt, and his tongue most of the way down her throat. I couldn’t decide 

whether I wanted to throw up or toke myself blind again.  

 I was leaning toward wretching, and I guess either I made some gagging noises or Aunt 

Lelani was having trouble breathing because Uncle Rory stopped groping her and they both 

looked at me. What’s disturbing is that they didn’t act embarrassed or ashamed or anything like 

you’d expect people who just got caught necking in front of a relative to act. As a matter of fact, 

Uncle Rory looked like he’d just scored the winning touchdown in the Super Bowl and Aunt 

Lelani kind of looked like she was still into it.  
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 Then my uncle turned to me with this goofy, drunk, stoned, horny grin on his face and 

said, “You’re Aunt still looks pretty hot for having put out three babies, don’t she?” 

 Now, there are times in your life when you know exactly the right thing to say - rare 

moments when you are blessed with a nugget of wisdom or witty remark that must be shared 

with everyone around you. This was not one of those times. What my Uncle Rory had said was 

true, Aunt Lelani was a nice looking woman, but it didn’t feel right to admit it. He kept looking 

at me like he expected me to answer, though, so I figured I’d better say something, anything, 

whatever I could think of.  

 “Well,” I said. “I don’t guess I’d leave her for eating crackers in bed.” 

 As soon as the words left my mouth, I wanted to bludgeon myself to death with a pool 

cue. Stoned or not, that was entirely inappropriate. This was my aunt we were talking about – the 

mother of my cousins. She is a sweet lady and this conversation should not have been happening. 

 “Hey Nephew, you wanna know how I got me a sweet mamacita like your Aunt?”  

 “I guess.” 

 “Cause I’m a winner. When I was your age I was winning at baseball, then it was 

motorcycle racing, then building fences, and now I win at selling cars. I’m a winner, and winners 

get hot chicks. Now, I’m gonna do a little kissing with your aunt, why don’t you set us up a 

game a pool, and I’ll show you  how a winner shoots stick.” 

 I was still too stoned to feel much like playing pool, but then again, I didn’t really want to 

watch my aunt and uncle make out, so I decided to rack the balls and try not to look at anything 

but the pool table. After I finished, I coughed real loud a couple of times to let them know I was 

done. Apparently, I didn’t give them enough time because I swear I saw at least one nipple and 
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part of an ass crack when I turned around. I was afraid I might cry, so I high tailed it to the 

bathroom where I could splash some cold water on my face and collect my thoughts.  

 Unfortunately, once I got there all I kept thinking was how Aunt Lelani wasn’t related to 

me by blood, so all this might not be as weird as I thought. I tried slapping those thoughts out of 

my mind, but it didn’t work. Sooner or later I knew I was gonna have to go back out to the men’s 

room and face my temptress aunt and pervert uncle. I hoped to God Uncle Rory would find a 

way to get us on our way to the beer store soon because I needed some good ole fashioned 

drunkenness to take the edge off this crazy ass high.  

 I’m not sure how long I was in the bathroom, and I’m not sure what they did while I was 

gone, but when I got back, Uncle Rory’s shirt was untucked and his face was red and he was 

grinning like an idiot. Aunt Lelani was smoking a cigarette, and it looked like a flock of birds 

had nested in her hair. I didn’t want to know, so I didn’t ask. I just picked up a cue and tried to 

focus on playing pool. Uncle Rory said I could break, so started lining up my shot and praying 

that all this would soon be over. Just before I hit the cue ball, he spoke again.  

 “You know nephew, your aunt’s a wildcat in the sack.” 

 “Shit Uncle Rory, I’m trying to break here.” 

 “What’s the matter nephew? You in the middle of a dry spell?” 

 Right as I was about to lose it, little cousin Megan walked in. She looked around the 

room a couple of times and did some exaggerated sniffing.  

 “Daddy,” she said. “Have you been smoking that nasty weed again?” 

 I was floored. My nine year old cousin not only knew what pot was, but she knew that 

her parents smoked it on a regular basis. And she was the one rebuking her parents for smoking 
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it. This couldn’t be right. I shuddered at the thought of how badly my hick ass uncle was fucking 

up his kids.  

 “No honey, that nasty skunk was hanging around outside again,” laughed my uncle.  

 Now, Ill be the first to admit that I’m no expert on raising children, but even I know that 

a nine year old can differentiate between the smell of a skunk and almost anything else. My 

uncle’s lame excuse wasn’t fooling anyone. I wasn’t buying it, and neither was my little cousin. 

 “You’re stupid when you’re stoned, daddy,” she said, then turned and left the men’s 

room.  

 Now my head was really spinning. So far that night, I’d been drunk, high, embarrassed, 

slightly aroused and disgusted all at the same time. My aunt and uncle were fucked up and 

probably just got done fucking. My cousin-turned-narc was probably going to rat me out to my 

own father someday. And to top it all off, we were out of beer. I really needed a beer. I needed a 

beer so bad I was ready to walk through the snow to get one. Sadly, I knew I was too damn high 

to find my way down hill to the main road. Most likely, I would fall in ditch somewhere along 

the way and freeze to death. If I was gonna get anymore beer that night, it would be of my 

uncle’s doing.  

 For the next two hours, Uncle Rory proved to me just how much of a winner he was. He 

beat the crap out of me at every game he had in his garage. As soon as he would get tired of 

beating my ass in one game, he’d move on to another. He destroyed me in pool first, then darts, 

then arm wrestling, and finally poker. He was in the process of challenging me to a one arm push 

up contest when Aunt Lelani decided she was gonna go watch television. She’d been steadily 

smoking out for the past few hours, and she looked ready to zone out. Uncle Rory saw the 

moment he’d been waiting for and seized the opportunity.  
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 “Lelani honey, I think the nephew and I are gonna head to the county line and get some 

more beer.” 

 “Okay honey….I…watch…TV….don’t wake….baby….come to bed…..night night,” 

came her quasicoherent reply. 

 “Nephew, get your coat. We’re heading to the county line.” 

 “What’s the county line?” I asked. 

 “It’s two things,” he said. “It’s a beer store and it’s the actual county line. This a dry 

county, and the nearest beer store is 30 miles away.” 

 I’d be lying if I said I had no reservations about driving thirty miles through a snowstorm 

in my uncle’s mini-SUV, bald tires and all, but the fact remains, I wanted some beer. Uncle Rory 

grabbed what appeared to be a one hitter and a dug out, then we headed out to the car. He turned 

the key and the engine purred. Next, he packed the one hitter, cleaned it out with one long drag, 

and passed it over to me. My uncle slipped his Amigo into gear and we were on our way.  

 “You ready for some ridge running, nephew?” he asked.  

 “I’m not sure what ridge running is, Uncle Rory.” 

 “You’ll see.” 

 Apparently, ridge running is Arkansas speak for “scare the fuck out of your nephew”. 

The back roads that would eventually lead us to the county line were windy and mostly dirt. 

They ran over hills, through thick bunches of trees, and along the edges of lakes and ravines. 

Despite the abundance of steep drop offs, there were no guardrails to speak of. The snow was 

still coming down, and Uncle Rory was driving like a madman. None of the roads had speed 

limit signs, but I was fairly sure it wasn’t a good idea for us to be doing eight miles per hour 

considering the current conditions. Hell, even if the weather was perfectly clear, these were some 
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treacherous roads. I didn’t want to die, so I decided to swallow my pride and ask my uncle to 

slow down. 

 “Aren’t you going a little fast, Uncle Rory?” 

 “Hell no, nephew. This is slow to me.” 

 “This is slow?” 

 “I think you’re forgetting that I used to race motorcycles, nephew. Back in those days, I’d 

to take corners at 180 mph. That’s something that always stays with a man. Every since those 

days, everything else seems slow to me.” 

 I was still afraid we were gonna die, but damned if I couldn’t think of a good argument to 

come back at him with. Maybe it was the weed, but he seemed to be making sense. Speaking of 

the weed, I was still holding it in my lap, and I figured as long as we were cheating death, I 

might as keep smoking. I passed it back to Uncle Rory, and I think that last hit must have hurt 

him because he started coughing for the first time that night. Then he got real quiet and reflective 

for a while. For the next ten minutes he just muttered random thoughts almost under his breath – 

weird things like “kids grow up too fast”, “more grey hair everyday”, and “salted peanuts”. To 

be honest, I was a little freaked out.  

Little did I know that was just the beginning. Uncle Rory didn’t say anything for a 

minute, which I guess was the calm before the storm. When he started talking again, he was 

talking crazy, and he had a strange look in his eyes.  

“Nephew,” he said. “They’ll never take me.” 

“Who’ll never take you?” 

“They won’t catch me.” 

“Who, Uncle Rory? Who won’t catch you?” 
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“They can chase me all they want, but I know these roads too well, and I’m too fast. 

They’ll never take me alive.” 

“Damn it, Uncle Rory. What the fuck are you talking about?” 

“I’m talking about mufflers, nephew. You know how I feel about mufflers, don’t you?” 

“You – you don’t like them.” 

“Damn straight, nephew. Mufflers slow a man down. They make his car heavy, kill its 

true sound. Having a muffler on your car is like fishing with a pole. You can’t fish with a pole, 

nephew. You gotta get down in that water and fight man to fish. It’s how God intended it to be.” 

“What does fishing have to do with mufflers?” 

“Cause God didn’t intend cars to have mufflers. I betcha didn’t know that, college boy. I 

hate mufflers and anybody who tells me I gotta have one.” 

“That’s crazy, Uncle Rory. How much can a muffler possibly weigh?” 

“Oh, they weigh enough. They weigh enough to suck the life out of an engine. They 

weight enough to sneak up on a lion and kick him in the throat, so he can’t roar no more. They 

weigh enough to sink a man and all his hopes and dreams. But, I won’t stand for it. I don’t have a 

muffler now, and I never will. I don’t care what they say or what they try to do about it. I don’t 

need some damn sticker on my windshield to tell me my car is safe to drive. They’ve tried to 

catch me before, and most likely, they’ll try again, but they’ll never succeed. I don’t use the main 

roads much anymore, and there ain’t a better ridge runner than me in all of Arkansas. I know 

these roads like the sweet, sweet curves of your aunt’s body. Now, what I gotta know from you 

is whether you’re prepared.” 

“Prepared for what?” 

“For it all to end.” 
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“For all what to end?” 

“Everything. If they get lucky, and I get cornered, I’ll end it all before they take me alive. 

I’ll go full bore into a tree or a lake or even off a cliff. Now, I know you’re young and you gotta 

a lotta life ahead of you, so I’ll warn you before I do. You’ll have just enough time to throw 

yourself out of the car. They’ll be waiting, so try not to break anything cause you’ll have to hit 

the ground running to get away.  

Uncle Rory’s sudden episode of paranoia was really starting to get to me. I knew there 

was no one chasing us, but I was almost tempted to jump out of the car anyway. There was 

plenty of snow on the ground, so I stood a good chance of surviving. I wasn’t sure if I could say 

the same thing about finishing this journey with my uncle. I was freaked out and more than a 

little scared and I didn’t want to be high anymore. Uncle Rory wasn’t talking anymore. He was 

just breathing real heavy through his nostrils. I was wondering how this was all gonna end and 

trying not to cry when we crossed into the next county.   

Not since Bo and Luke Duke had any two people been so happy to see the county line. In 

fact, I actually thought Uncle Rory was gonna try and launch his Amigo off a snow bank so we 

could sail into the next county just the way them Duke boys used to. The first building we saw in 

that blessed wet county was a giant beer store appropriately called, The County Line. It was big 

and bright and beautiful and they sold beer inside. Uncle Rory stopped checking his rearview 

mirror for people who might be following him, and I relaxed my ultra-clenched buttocks. We 

were alive, all in one piece, and thirsty as hell.  

When we got out of the car my uncle moved like one of those dogs that find people 

buried under avalanches. It was like he could smell the beer waiting and nothing was going to get 

in his way. He was nearing the end of his mission and I was actually glad to be along for the ride. 
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Once inside, he headed straight for the Keystone tallboys. He paused for a moment in front of the 

cooler while he decided between the 18 and the 24 pack. The case won hands down. On the way 

to the checkout line, one of the mysteries of the ride there was solved when Uncle Rory stopped 

abruptly in front of the impulse buy section. He scanned the rack quickly, and his eyes came to 

rest on a package of salted peanuts. Next to those peanuts there was a nice looking package of 

cookies that caught my eye. Uncle Rory must have noticed because he grabbed both the cookies 

and the peanuts while muttering something about his “damn college nephew blowing all his 

money on cookies and beer.” 

The ride home was mostly uneventful. There were a few minutes when Uncle Rory 

would spot another pair of headlights way behind us or far off in the distance and get a little 

spooked. He’d rant and ramble for a bit about how no one else should be on this particular road 

at this time of night but he didn’t threaten to crash us into anything, which was a vast 

improvement. Besides, we had beers now, and we were chugging them at an impressive rate.  

By the time we got home, we were both pretty hammered. I passed out in a papas an 

chair, and Uncle Rory stumbled down the stairs to his bedroom. In the middle of the night I woke 

up to go to the bathroom only to find my uncle sleeping on the floor next to my chairbed. He was 

snoring and there was a beer can resting upright on his stomach. I wondered how full it was, so I 

kicked it over. Roughly, half a beer spilled out, waking my uncle from his drunken slumber. He 

muttered something about Lelani kicking him out for waking the baby and then went back to 

sleep.  

The next day there was playoff football on television, and Aunt Lelani took the girls 

shopping so we could enjoy the games free from interruption. Uncle Rory got even more stoned 

and drunk than the day before, but I stayed clean and sober on account of I still had to get back to 
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school that day. I watched enough of the first football game to know that John Elway and the 

Denver Broncos were gonna get one more shot at the Super Bowl, and then I had to leave.  

My departure was totally unlike my arrival. Uncle Rory walked me out to my car and 

gave me directions for a shortcut home.  

“Nephew,” he said. “It’s been good having you here. I don’t get to hang out with the guys 

that much, so it’s a nice change from nothing but girls. You work on your pool game and come 

back when you’re ready to actually give me a challenge. I want you to know that you’re 

welcome here anytime. Take care of yourself and take that shortcut. It’ll shave an hour and a half 

off your drive.” 

“Thanks, Uncle Rory. I’ll take that shortcut, and I’ll get better at pool, and I’ll come back 

and whip your ass.” 

“I’ll be looking forward to it.” 

I left my uncle’s house that day feeling good about my time there. Sure there were some 

awkward moments, but he was family after all and a good guy all round. At least I thought he 

was until his drunken stoned ass short cut took me two hours out of my way and back into the 

heart of the snowstorm that had passed over us in the night.  
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Dogs 

 My neighbor used to have a dog that I could see from my bedroom window. It was a 

friendly looking dog, and it never bothered anyone. The neighbor kept the dog locked up on a 

chain, so it couldn’t go anywhere. The dog ate when the neighbor fed it, walked when the 

neighbor took it for one, and slept when it was dark outside. Nobody knows what happened to 

that dog. One day, it was just gone.  

 I used to love watching that dog. From the window next to my computer, I could see 

every move the dog made, or didn’t make. Mostly, it didn’t move around much on account of the 

chain hooked to the collar strapped around its neck. I don’t think restraining any animal in such a 

way is the right thing to do, but then again, it wasn’t my dog. Lot’s of people do sick shit to 

things they think they own. 

 I spent quite a bit of time looking out my window at that poor dog. In fact, I believe I 

spent as much time watching that dog as I did hanging out with my human friends. That’s how I 

got to know the dog so well. You might even say that we sorta became friends of a certain 

variety. After a while, keeping tabs on what that dog was up to kind of lost some of its allure. 

The more I watched that poor, chained up, bastard of a dog, the more it broke my heart.  

 Actually, before it would break my heart, it would royally piss me off. The neighbor’s 

yard had a really nice chain link fence, so there was no need for the dog to be chained up. Even if 

there wasn’t a fence, I don’t think the dog would have gone anywhere. I could tell it wasn’t in his 

nature to run. He was happy enough being a yard dog, but the neighbor couldn’t accept that. He 

had to insult the dog by putting it on a chain. Well, fuck the neighbor for doing such a thing, and 

fuck the dog for taking it. Dogs need to understand it’s still okay to bite the shit out of a 

mutherfucker once in a while.  
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 That’s the thing with dogs; they don’t remember how to be who they are anymore. 

Humans have spent so many years training, housebreaking, and domesticating dogs that the poor 

animals have no idea they are supposed to be wild beasts. It makes me sick that the best a dog 

can hope for is a nice game of fetch, the indentured servitude of a hunting trip, or the occasional 

drug bust. Okay, that’s not exactly true. I used to know this dog that belonged to a blind guy that 

hung out in the sports bar where I drank a lot. That dog could look forward to leading its master 

across Hickory Street and up to the bar. I suppose that was noble enough, but after that work was 

done, the dog just had to sit there and let drunken assholes like myself pet it while we waited for 

the barmaids to pour us fresh beers. I saw that blind guy and his dog almost every time I went 

out. They were always at the same bar, sitting in the same spot, singing the same, tired, old song. 

At least the blind guy had an excuse. He couldn’t see shit, and that was the only bar his dog 

knew how to get to.   

 I’m not sure what it says about our country that blind people have to get dogs to lead 

them around. Do we place to high a value on dogs by giving them people to take care of, or do 

we place too little importance on blind people by sticking them with dogs at the worse possible 

time in their lives? Maybe we just think we are hot shit because we can train a stupid, hairy 

animal to crap outside and make sure blind folks don’t get mowed down by traffic. No matter 

which way you spin them, things seem fucked up to me.  

 Anyway, this isn’t really about Seeing Eye dogs, or blind people. It’s about me, my 

neighbor, and how I shot his fucking dog. There goes my big surprise ending. I hadn’t intended 

to get to that part of the story so soon, but it’s too late now. Next, I suppose you’d like to know 

why I shot the neighbor’s dog, and I want to tell you, but it’s tough to explain. It’s a big part of 

the story, though, so I’ll do my best.  
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 First of all, let me say that a hell of a lot more people kill their neighbors’ dogs than you 

would think. It’s just that most of them kill the dogs in question for barking all night or 

repeatedly shitting in their yards. Not me, though. I killed that fucking dog because he depressed 

the living hell out of me. Do you know that squirrels ran rampant through that dog’s yard with an 

impertinence that would have made a true canine mad enough to kill? Not my neighbor’s dog. 

He didn’t even chase them. But I don’t blame the dog, and please don’t think that I do. I didn’t 

even hate him. I just felt sorry that he was forced to live the life that he did. Don’t breeders or 

humane society administrators have some test to gauge a human’s intentions before they 

purchase a dog? Surely, dog mothers and fathers don’t want their puppies to grow up to live on a 

chain. I killed him because it hurt too bad to watch him.  

 That’s not the only reason I killed the dog. I shot him because, in lot of ways, he 

reminded me of my brother. I’m not saying my brother is a dog on a chain who’s lost the will to 

live. Far from it actually. My brother is more alive than anyone I know. He lives to travel, and he 

has very few possessions, so he can be packed and gone at the drop of a hat or the wag of a tail. 

My brother roams from place to place, meeting girls, learning the culture, seeing the sights, and 

scavenging for food. Sometimes he might run out of money or have to sleep without a roof over 

his head, but everything is always new and exciting for him. As soon as he gets tired of one 

place, he just moves right on to another.  

 Anyway, I was out at my usual hang out one night when I got a call from my brother. The 

little bastard was in Brussels, and he was in the process of getting quite drunk on fine Belgian 

beer with some French girl he met at a hostel. I don’t know what it is about my family, but those 

of us who travel, my Dad and my brother, like to call those of who don’t travel much, my mom 

and me, just to let us know how much fun they are having in there exotic new surroundings. My 
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brother filled me in on all the sights he was seeing, gave me the low down on the European bar 

scene, and then there was a lot of laughter and revelry in the background followed by his phone 

hanging up on me. I looked down at my lukewarm Bud Light, then instinctively over at the bar to 

see if my blind friend and his slave dog were in attendance.  

Sure enough, just like a painting hanging on a wall, the blind guy and his dog were in 

their designated places, and this depressed the ever-living hell out of me. I couldn’t believe that 

guy was content to sit in the same place day in and day out. I tried to think back to a day when I 

hadn’t seen him there, but that turned out to be a terrible choice on my part. I couldn’t think of a 

single time I’d been in that bar and not seen him, which got me thinking about just how much 

time I spent there. This depressed me even more when I thought of my brother and how happy he 

sounded on the phone and how he was probably stumbling drunkenly past the Mannequin Pis 

with his arm around some girl. I swear, the walls of the bar started closing in on me, and it got 

real hard to breathe. I needed to talk to some one in the worst way, but even as often as I drank at 

that bar, the only person I recognized was the blind guy.  

I tried to smoke a cigarette, hoping that would help me through this weird ass anxiety 

attack I was having, but it didn’t. I suddenly felt so alone that I wondered if I even still existed. 

No combination of cigarettes and beer was going to help me through this. I needed to be 

involved in an actual conversation. I needed to hear myself speak and then for someone to talk 

back to me. The blind guy was my only hope.  

I picked up my beer, walked over to his spot at the bar, and tapped him on the shoulder 

real gentle like, so I wouldn’t startle him.  

“Excuse me sir,” I said. “My name is Harlin, and I couldn’t help but notice that you 

spend a lot of time at this bar.” 
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“Oh, nice to meet  you,” he said. “My name is Mark, and yes, I do spend most of my 

afternoons here. It seems like a nice place and most everyone is friendly.” 

“Yeah, I like it, too. But…” 

“But what, Harlin?” 

“Well, don’t you ever get bored coming to the same place over and over again?” 

“Not really,” he said. “I’m fairly content here.” 

“But don’t you ever want to go someplace new? You know, sort of change things up a 

bit?” 

“I’m sorry I can’t give you the answer you seem to be looking for, but new is not 

necessarily a good thing for me. Sure, if I could see, I’d love to check out some new places, but 

as things stand now, familiar and comfortable is my best bet. I know exactly how many steps it is 

to the bathroom and back, and I can trust the bartenders, which is a good thing when you can’t 

tell if you’re handing them a buck or a twenty dollar bill.” 

“I guess you’re right, Mark. Well, thanks.” 

“If you don’t mind my asking, Harlin, why do you come here so often?” 

“I don’t know. I guess maybe it’s just on the way.” 

“To where?” 

“I’m not sure I know.” 

Needless to say, my conversation with Mark didn’t exactly cheer me up like I’d hoped it 

would. What he’d told me made sense, but it only made sense for him. It didn’t give me any 

clues as to why I was stuck in such a rut. There was no reason for me to fear the new and 

unknown. I could see what was coming at me. I was capable of adapting to new environments. I 

could handle surprises. At least I used to be able to. It had been so long since I actually did any 
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of those things, who knows was I was and wasn’t capable of. My thoughts flashed dark for an 

instant, and I knew that somewhere, somehow, a routine needed to be destroyed. 

 My first instinct was to kill the blind guy’s dog for the simple reason that there was no 

way he could identify me. Thirty seconds alone in my head with that line of reasoning spawned 

enough guilt and general wretchedness to make me rethink real quick. A cigarette and beer later, 

I knew that I could not kill a blind man’s dog. Things like that just aren’t done by civilized 

people, and I was nothing if not a domestic, civilized creature. The situation didn’t leave me with 

much of a choice. It would be risky, but I was going to have to murder my neighbor’s dog for its 

own damn good.  

 To say that I decided to kill the dog completely for its own good might be stretching it 

just a little. After all, the dog wasn’t suffering from a terminal illness and he certainly didn’t ask 

me to kill him. To be perfectly honest, I would have to say that the compulsory need to murder 

that animal sprung from the black cloud of doom that was following me around. That phone call 

from my gallivanting brother and my conversation with Mark got me thinking some real deep 

thoughts about how life should be lived, and I just knew that dog could never live that way again. 

He wouldn’t be able to handle new or exciting even if his master did let him off that chain. The 

comfort of that back yard was his whole life, now. There was deadness chained up in my 

neighbor’s yard, and it was starting to make its way into my room.  Looking back on the whole 

thing, I don’t think I killed that dog as much as I sacrificed its pathetic ass.   

In the last year and a half, my brother has spent various amounts of time living in Spain, 

Argentina, Venezuela, France, and Amsterdam. I don’t even have enough room to list the places 

he’s only visited or the women he’s romanced. Sometimes, when the thought of that dog chained 

up in the backyard depresses me too much, or when that black cloud is hanging too low over my 
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head and I can’t get to sleep, I stare at the ceiling and try to imagine all the things my brother has 

seen and done during his travels. Sure, I get to see the pictures and hear the stories, but it’s not 

the same. The smells and the sounds are all left out, and I never really get a feel for the places 

he’s been. It’s basically just a slide show, only not as effective at helping me fall asleep.  

 Honestly, the only thing that would make me feel better right about now is if I never had 

to answer the phone, or the door, or check my email, or even the regular mail ever again. I’d love 

to take one of the free plane tickets my dad is always offering me and fly the hell out of here. I’m 

tired of having serious conversations, or comforting wacked out friends, or wiping away tears. I 

just want to run. There isn’t anywhere in particular I need to be going to, but want to run none 

the less. I want to run and not make plans a week in advance. I want to run and not think about 

where I am going to sleep at night. I want to run and not care where I am going to end up. As 

much as I wanted to do all those things, I wanted the dog to do them more, but I knew that was 

asking for too much. It’s like they say, you can’t teach an old dog new tricks.  

Since I couldn’t stand to watch it get any older, I decided to take the dog out to the woods 

and kill it. My plan consisted of two stages, kidnapping the dog and killing the dog. The first 

stage, kidnapping, was surprisingly simple and went off without a hitch. The old man that owned 

the dog was pretty damn deaf, and the lights were usually off in his house by eight thirty or nine. 

I knew for a fact that the dog wouldn’t even think to bark at me. In fact, getting the dog out of 

the yard was the easiest part. I just walked into the old man’s yard, unhooked the dog from its 

chain, hooked it back up to a leash I’d bought, led him quietly out of the yard, and that was that. 

I understood the powerful dynamic between the dog and the chain and that as soon as he was 

detached from one chain, he was waiting patiently to be reattached to another. This is why I 
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couldn’t just release the dog into the wild. A mindset so used to being chained would never 

survive without it’s daily ration of doggy kibble and stale bowl of water.   

Killing the dog was an entirely different story. I was able to dig its grave without much 

trouble, but the killing part gave me pause. I didn’t want to look at the dog anymore, but I wasn’t 

exactly thrilled at the prospect of actually murdering it. All I really wanted was for the dog to 

either act like an honest to God dog or just to disappear for good. My brother has a theory that he 

could kill any one dog if engaged in mortal combat with it. I wasn’t so sure about myself, but I 

wished with everything inside of me that the dog would attack so I could see if I still had that 

survival instinct. But I knew that he wouldn’t. The dog was no longer capable of initiating any 

type of action. If I wanted that dog dead, I was gonna have to kill it.  

I hadn’t thought the killing part through, so the only tools I had to do the deed with were 

my bare hands and the shovel. I figured it might be more humane if I tried to snap the dog’s neck 

real quick like because I didn’t want him to have to endure a lot of pain before he died. I kneeled 

down next to the dog and put my hands on either side of its neck, and I knew right away that this 

was going to be harder than I thought. The dog’s fur was warm and soft against my hands. He 

looked up at me with blind trust in his eyes and then started licking my arm. Knowing I wasn’t 

capable of snapping his neck, I gave in and started petting him. To my extreme dismay, he rolled 

over on his back so that I could rub his belly. This was getting harder by the minute.  

“Fuck you Dog! Don’t you have sense enough to know when someone’s gonna hurt you? 

Shouldn’t you know to run away? Run away, damn it! Run away!” 

But the dog wouldn’t run away. He just lay there on his back looking up at me. He 

seemed a little confused as to why I was yelling at him, but he made no attempt to flee. It was 

gonna have to be the shovel, and it was gonna have to happen fast. This made me nervous 
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because I didn’t want to fuck up. Killing him on the first attempt was a must. But before I could 

kill him, I had to get the dog to stand up, so I could hit him in the back of the head. I didn’t want 

to have to see his face as I killed him. After I got him in the right position, I raised the shovel up 

over my head and took a few practice swings at half speed. I didn’t want to miss. When I felt as 

ready as I ever would, I swung down as fast and as hard as I could.  

The shovel hit the dog a little lower than I’d aimed, and all I could hear over the cruel 

metallic ping of the shovel hitting his neck was the sick, betrayed whimper of the animal. He 

didn’t die. He was on the ground, but he wasn’t dead. Then and only then did the dog’s natural 

flight or fight response kick in. Whimpering and whining the whole time, I saw the animal try to 

move away from me. His front legs must have been paralyzed by the blow to the neck because 

all he could do was sort of scoot himself forward with his hind legs. I tried to be strong, but I 

threw up before I could even hit him again.  

If the first blow was hard to deliver, the second was damn near impossible. Imagine 

trying to pummel a crippled dog with a shovel five minutes after you were rubbing its belly. I 

knew I was going to hell for this, and I just wanted it to be over. I raised my shovel again as the 

dogs hind legs gave out on him. Just as the head of the shovel reached its pinnacle, an instant 

before I brought it crashing down, the dog mustered the strength to crane its head enough for me 

to catch a glimpse of its left eye. There was fear in that dog’s eye. Fear it didn’t recognize from 

its chained existence in the old man’s backyard. I couldn’t stand the way the dog was looking at 

me, so I swung the shovel down again and closed the dog’s eyes for good.  

I cried the whole time, but I buried the animal deep and hoped that there was some sort of 

an after life for dogs who get the shaft on earth. You know, someplace they can run and chase 

cats and play with kids. Someplace where they don’t cut your nuts off because a fucking game 
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show host says it’s the right thing to do. I wanted to leave a marker, something to prove the dog 

had been alive once, but I just couldn’t risk it. A marker was evidence, and evidence gets 

murders caught. 

 Back before my neighbor’s dog disappeared, I used to see a familiar look in its eyes, and 

it would scare the ever living shit out of me. It was unsettling, staring over at that dog staring 

right back at me. More often than not, I found myself relating to that dog where I used to feel 

sympathy for it. Maybe I killed that dog because I didn’t like the way my neighbor treated it. 

Maybe I killed it because I couldn’t stand the feelings it stirred up inside of me. Or maybe I 

killed that dog because he reminded me of someone I know even better than my brother. Then 

again, maybe I just killed that fucker for the story. 
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My Vagina  

So I took my girlfriend to a see a production of The Vagina Monologues this weekend. It 

was the day after Valentines Day and that’s what she wanted to do so we did it. Before we get 

too far, you’ve got to understand something about the day after Valentines Day. In today’s 

politically correct, politically active culture, the day after Valentines Day has become known 

simply as V-day. Now, V-day is a unique phenomenon all its own. It is a day devoted to the 

eradication of violence aimed at women, or more specifically, the vagina. The vagina being a 

mostly innocent and often friendly orifice, I strongly support V-day. That being said, the 

experience of watching The Vagina Monologues still freaked me the fuck out. It wasn’t so much 

that they repeated the word “vagina” to the point of monotony. It wasn’t even that my girlfriend 

cried during one of the monologues (I almost lost it myself). I think what really bothered me 

about my evening at the theater was that at some point during the performance I grew a vagina.  

 I’m not shitting you; I grew a motherfucking vagina. Would you like to know where I 

grew the vagina? It’s almost too embarrassing to reveal, but seeing as I’ve already started this 

sordid tale, I really have no choice. The mystery vagina manifested itself in my fucking armpit. 

Yes, my armpit is now equipped with a fully functioning vagina. What good does a vagina in 

your armpit do? None. It is of absolutely no worth to me. The only good thing about having a 

vagina in your armpit is that no one notices should your vagina become aroused in public. Other 

than that, it stinks to high heaven since you can’t really wear deodorant in that armpit anymore. 

(Any jokes that could be used here are just too obvious and not fitting with the intended tone of 

the piece.) Anyway, I’ve got a vagina under my right arm now and quite frankly, it causes me a 

lot of grief.  
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 Growing the vagina wasn’t painful, but it was confusing as hell. One minute I had a 

normal armpit, and the next I had a vaginapit.  At first, I didn’t know it was a vagina. It just felt 

like some kind of mass had developed under my arm. Concern crept into my mind on account of 

the fact that my stepfather had once found a cancerous mass under his arm. He survived, but it 

was not a pleasant ordeal. All things considered, there could have been worse things to discover 

under one’s arm than a vagina. Still, I wondered how it got there. Had the abundance of estrogen 

in the air that night somehow caused me to grow a vagina? This was a comical, but unlikely 

scenario. Perhaps the vagina gods had taken issue with some way I had slighted the vagina in my 

past and decided to punish me with a vagina of my own. What better way to reform a vaginal 

offender than to make him sympathetic to his victims? Unfortunately, vagina gods are not unlike 

the Sasquatch, no one is really sure if they exist, thus they could not be the explanation for my 

vagina. Eventually, I decided that my vagina was a sympathy vagina. I had heard of husbands 

experiencing sympathy labor pains while their wives gave birth, so why not a sympathy vagina? 

 Some portions of The Vagina Monologues were very emotional, very moving, and, even 

more so, disturbing. However, being at that time vaginaless, I couldn’t fully grasp the weight of 

the situation. At the risk of being crass, it is similar to the relationship between a woman and a 

penis. The woman, although she may have learned to interact peacefully with the penis, possibly 

even manipulate it in an effective manner, doesn’t fully understand the intricacies of the organ. 

Sometimes, even the most gentle of women play too roughly with the penis. They forget its 

vulnerability. I once had a girlfriend that would hurt the penis during sex. It wasn’t a malicious 

maiming, she just got caught up in the moment and didn’t realize that the penis was not supposed 

to bend in some directions, backward for one. Many women don’t realize that the penis is 

capable of being broken, and that when that happens, the man is pretty much fucked (pardon the 
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pun) for life. That’s how it is for men and the vagina. We just don’t understand how vulnerable 

and delicate the vagina really is.  

 I was gradually coming to the conclusion that my astounding lack of understanding had 

to be the reason I grew a vagina under my arm. As I mentioned earlier, my girlfriend cried during 

one of the monologues. It was a particularly powerful and gruesome monologue that dealt with 

rape, genital mutilation and other really bad stuff. For my girlfriend, it was all too real, thus the 

tears. To me, it was just a collection of really bad words. I couldn’t fully understand because it 

dealt with abusing a body part that I did not have – a body part I never expected to have. The 

collective disgust and despair felt by all the women in attendance that night hovered over me, yet 

I only vaguely sensed its presence. It made me look over at my girlfriend to see if she was 

experiencing the same thing. When I did, I could see those same emotions were raining down on 

her and that she was being pelted relentlessly as if stranded, without shelter, in a maelstrom.  

 I still wasn’t exactly sure how a vagina had been cultivated in my armpit, but I figured I 

should take advantage of the situation. After all, not many men ever get to experience an 

authentic vagina. I suppose you could get one through a sex change, but those always look gross 

and they don’t work right. As far as I could tell, my vagina was as authentic as they come. 

Despite my lack of experience in having a vagina, I knew mine was the real deal because it was 

intoxicating. In a flash, I was transported back to high school and the experience of seeing a real, 

live naked girl for the first time. Eight years later, I was just as excited, only this time I was the 

cause.  The moment swept me away, and I went on a mad search for something to probe my new 

vagina with. I was standing half naked in front of the bathroom mirror holding a long, decorative 

candle when I realized that I probably wasn’t given this opportunity just to play with myself. No. 
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Something told me I was supposed to learn from this experience. My vagina was supposed to 

change me for the better, not make me an armpit dildoing pervert.  

Now, it’s no secret that men and women have always traveled a bumpy road when it 

comes to communication. This, I believe, is due largely in part to those unique experiences that 

cannot be shared due to variances in our biological, and subsequently psychological, make up. 

Simply put, our anatomical differences affect our personalities and thus, the way we think, live, 

and feel. Neither sex is right. Neither sex is wrong. We’re just different. Enter me and my 

vaginapit. For whatever reason, I had been given the opportunity to live as both a man and a 

woman. My Deus ex Vagina would be the machination by which men and women finally come 

to understand each other.  

 Despite the humanitarian and philanthropic possibilities of my opportunity, finding a 

vagina under my arm was a pretty big shock. These things are not supposed to happen. Vaginas 

just don’t appear magically in one’s armpit at the age of twenty-four. How was I going to hide 

this from my girlfriend? The vagina was under my right arm, the arm I wraped around her when 

we walked somewhere together or watched television on the couch. Now that arm had a vagina 

under it and could no longer be used safely for such things. I realized, with horror, that I could 

never be naked with her again. Not if I wanted to keep my vagina hidden. I needed to be alone 

for a while to examine my vagina, but more than that I desperately needed help because I knew 

nothing about caring for a vagina. Would I be having menstrual cycles? Did I have a hymen or a 

clitoris? A million questions that women spend lifetimes finding answers to were ringing in my 

ears.  I needed advice about my vagina, but didn’t know whom to turn to.  

 Eventually, my girlfriend found out about my vagina. It was a traumatic experience for us 

both. For me, it was traumatic because she popped my cherry. For her, it was shocking because 
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she broke a hymen that had no business being in her boyfriend’s armpit. It happened innocently 

enough one Saturday afternoon when we were hanging out at her house. She used to like 

sneaking up behind me and trying to tickle me, and time had taught her that my armpits were 

sometimes vulnerable to such a maneuver. I can’t give you a detailed, blow by blow description 

of the events that occurred because it all happened so fast. I only know that I had become 

naturally sensitive and protective of my vaginapit and that I flinched and tensed when she tried to 

tickle me there. This made her try harder to get her hand under my arm and all of the sudden I 

felt a sharp pain that burned off into a dull ache. And then there was the blood.  

 “What the fuck?” she said, “are you bleeding?” 

 “It certainly looks that way,” I replied.  

 “Why are you bleeding from your armpit?” she asked.  

 “That’s not my armpit, it’s my vaginapit.” 

 “What the hell are you talking about?” 

 So I showed her why I had started calling it my vaginapit and she took it surprisingly 

well. I had become very emotional where my vagina was concerned, and I just poured it all out 

to her. I told her how I was ashamed to have a vagina and how I didn’t know how to take care of 

it or what to expect. Mainly, I just bawled about how royally freaked-out and scared-shitless I 

was to have a vagina. I wanted her to comfort me, but she was too fascinated with my vagina. It 

was strange. I recognized on her face the same fascination I experienced after seeing my first 

vagina, and it made me nauseous. I remembered an afternoon of listening to music and playing 

video games that I was dead set on turning into a high school episode of vaginal exploration. I’d 

been friendly with that particular vagina before, and I didn’t understand why I shouldn’t, or 

couldn’t, be friendly with it again, at that very moment. I was too eager and she relented and thus 
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ended whatever it was that we were or could have been. I felt like a wretched Spanish 

conquistador giving the Aztecs small pox.     

My girlfriend should have recognized this, but the vagina is powerful and it clouded her 

vision. I was her boyfriend, we were intimate, and it was her right to play with my vagina. She 

persisted despite my reluctance. The worst times were when went out to a movie or a concert. 

The minute the lights would get dark, she’d start feeling up my vaginapit.  

“What the hell are you doing?” I’d ask her.  

“What the matter?” was her inevitable reply. 

“What do you mean, what’s the matter? You’ve got your fingers inside me. We’re here to 

watch a movie, not so you can get you kicks by finger fucking me in public.” 

“Don’t be so dramatic. It can’t be that bad, can it?” That’s when she’d make her voice 

sound all sexy and seductive thinking that would turn me on. It usually didn’t work.  

“Yes. Yes, it is that bad. C’mon, you just had your hands in the popcorn and now your 

fingers are all greasy and nasty. You’re getting fucking fake movie theater butter in my vagina. 

That’s gross.” 

“Jesus,” she would say. “You’re such a whiney little bitch sometimes. 

This was not working for me. I was still too uncomfortable with my vagina to let her 

touch it, but that’s all she wanted to do. It was like she completely forgot that there was a person 

attached to that vagina. I needed comfort and gentle affection, but all she wanted to do was stick 

her fingers in my vagina. I started to cry and ran home.  

 In addition to my girlfriend constantly trying to stick her grubby little fingers into my 

vagina, there was the question of vaginal maintenance. If I had a hymen, it only seemed logical 

to me that I would probably be having periods, too. At the time, what I didn’t know about 
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menstruating could have filled a set of encyclopedias. Would I be able to fit a pad under my 

armpit? Should I use a tampon instead? Was it even possible for me to use a tampon? Was I 

going to get cramps? Would I be emotional, sound sensitive or bitchy at my time of the month? 

When was it going to be my time of the month? I had a lot of questions that urgently needed 

answering. I thought for a moment about making an appointment to go see a gynecologist, but 

upon further consideration, that didn’t sound too appealing. I could only imagine what a man or 

woman of science would do to a person for whom science had no explanation. I’ve seen ET 

enough times to know what happens to people who don’t fit the mold. My situation was dire. I 

had become some sort of genetic freak, and the only person who knew about my condition just 

wanted to fuck me.  Who could I turn to? How was I going to explain the vagina in my armpit? 

 As you can imagine, having a vagina really put a strain on my relationship with my 

girlfriend. I was hoping to use it to better understand and relate to women, but it just made things 

awkward between us. The first major ego blow was realizing that she was the dominant female. 

You see, when two menstruating females are together, the submissive one always adapts her 

menstrual cycle to match that of the dominant female. Well, my girlfriend didn’t change her 

cycle to match mine, so I guess we all know who the alpha-female was. What did I expect? She 

had been menstruating much longer than I had. She was born with a vagina; mine simply 

appeared one day. She was the actual female in the relationship, not me. I know it shouldn’t 

have, but it made me a little bitter that I was now, in effect, the bitch. I guess in a lot of ways, 

finding out that my girlfriend was a better menstrator than me was my warm welcome into the 

wonderful world of having a vagina. You might not believe it, but a lot of men just naturally 

assume that they are superior to women, that their right to dominate goes right along with having 

a penis.  
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 All that shit went out the window pretty quickly after I grew my vagina. It’s hard to be 

dominant or superior when you’re constantly asking your girlfriend for advice on how to take 

care of your vagina. I spent a lot of time being confused and ashamed. After all, I wasn’t 

supposed to have a vagina. It was an anatomically incorrect situation I found myself mired in. 

How could I be expected to cope with fully developed female genitalia located under my arm no 

less? It’s a hell of a lot different then having a penis. There just isn’t that much to understand 

about cocks. After a guy figures out the whole erection/ejaculation phenomenon, it’s pretty much 

smooth sailing. One might get blindsided by the occasional wet dream or the first time you get 

blue balls, but on the whole, penis upkeep is nowhere near as complicated as the intricacies of 

the vagina. The whole experience gave me a new respect for women. How do they learn all the 

shit they need to know about themselves? It’s got to be humiliating the first time they get their 

period. How do you go ask someone why you’re bleeding between your legs? Even when you 

know it’s coming your way, it’s shocking none the less. Trust me. It’s no easier if your vagina 

happens to be in your armpit. 

 Despite her propensity for groping me, my girlfriend was very free with her vaginal 

advice. She helped me a lot in the beginning. She told me all about sanitary napkins and what 

not, and we actually bonded in a weird way the first time we had our periods at the same time. 

We got bloated together, and she showed me the best medicine to help with my cramps. She 

even held me and rubbed my back when I got a little weepy. In some ways, having a period 

brought me closer to my girlfriend. I remember how she nursed me through my first bout of 

vaginitis, which I get all the time since my vagina is in my fucking armpit. When I really needed 

it, she nurtured me in a way that only someone with a vagina can, but as soon as I would get 
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better, it was back to a constant barrage of vibrating dildos and invasive fingers headed straight 

for my vaginapit.  

 After a while, I started adjusting to the menstruating and the urinary tract infections and 

the extra erogenous zone. Then, just as I was getting used to everything, my clitoris started 

giving me problems. Did you know that there are twice as many nerve endings in the clit as there 

are in the most sensitive area of the penis? That means girls get twice as turned on as guys do. 

For me, it meant getting used to a whole new level of arousal. This was made all the more 

difficult by the location of my vagina. The penis is simple. It very rarely gets turned on just by 

hanging between your legs while you walk around. You’ve pretty much got to stimulate it 

directly to cause an erection. Having a vagina under your arm is a whole different story. There is 

a lot of friction in the armpit at all times, and I soon found that just swinging my arms while 

walking aroused my clitoris. Try taping a good and plenty under your arm and see if you can feel 

it as you go about your everyday routine. Now think of the time you got your girlfriend the most 

turned on. You know, the time you stumbled on to something “down there” and she went weak 

in the knees and got all flushed in the face. Well, I get that way from wearing a backpack, putting 

on a jacket, using crutches, or like I said, just innocently swinging my arms back and forth. 

There are a hell of a lot of ways for me to stimulate my clit and most of them are inadvertent. 

Basically, I’m weak in the knees all day long. I constantly reek of sex and my neck and cheeks 

are perennially pink with arousal. I’m never more than a good vaginapit scratching away from a 

vicious orgasm. It’s tough to get used to. I’ve never been this turned on before. It’s as if I had 

two dicks, and they were both having sex at the same time.  

 My girlfriend didn’t help matters much when it came to my arousal problems. She would 

sneak up behind me and start to rub my vagina, knowing full well it made me uncomfortable, 
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especially when she did so in public. Every time we embraced, her fingers would deftly part my 

labia minor. Let me tell you something else, girls are a hell of a lot more skilled at locating the 

clitoris than a guy could ever dream of being. (Except for me, but then again circumstances have 

given me an advantage.) She could also get away with playing with my clit in front of God and 

everyone. If I were to try and arouse her, I would have to be discreet. Surely people would notice 

my hands between her legs. Not so for me. People seldom take notice of her hand buried in what 

they don’t realize is my vaginapit. Once she took advantage of my vagina’s inconspicuous 

location and gave me an orgasm right in front of my mother and stepfather. I was so fucking 

embarrassed. When my mom asked me why I was sweating profusely from one armpit, I nearly 

died.  

 So I grew a vagina under my arm, and my girlfriend started treating me like a piece of 

meat. It’s was really quite degrading. We couldn’t carry on a serious conversation without her 

slipping a couple of fingers inside my vagina. What’s worse was that I knew exactly what was 

going on inside her head. How did I know? Because she wasn’t having any original thoughts. 

When it comes to vaginal invasion, there are no original thoughts. I guarantee you that any idea 

she had was just a cheap knock off of something I thought at one time. Either that or something 

someone else thought before me. She was drunk on the power so closely associated with 

stimulating the vagina. I know all too well the surge of authority that filled her body the first 

time she laid a finger on my clitoris and made me moan. It’s like having me by the balls, only 

not. When her fingers were inside my vagina I was much more exposed than if she were to 

simply have my testicles firmly in her grasp. As sensitive as a man’s balls are, they are external. 

The vagina, on the other hand, is an opening in your body. It leads to what’s inside you. In a lot 

of ways the vagina is the chink in the armor. Through it, people, even bad ones, can get inside of 
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you. The easiest way to hurt someone is to get inside of them. I’ve never felt so exposed as I did 

with unwanted fingers in the vagina under my arm. I could see that look in her eyes as she 

fingered me and I became frightened. I was frightened because I recognized that look from my 

own eyes and remembered the thoughts that once lurked in my own head.  

 Eventually, it got so bad that I decided I must have a serious talk with my girlfriend. We 

hadn’t sex, actual intercourse, in over three weeks. I had no desire, and she was more than happy 

just playing with my vagina. Things had gotten completely out of control. It wasn’t a 

conversation I was looking forward to having.  

 “Baby, we’ve got to talk.” 

 “What’s the matter, Harlin?” 

 “I’m not happy.” 

 “Not happy with what?” 

 “I’m not happy with us. With you.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “I mean that I’m more than just a vagina.” 

 “Harlin, I know that.” 

 “Really? Because I don’t think you do.” 

 She laughed at me then and I could feel righteous indignation pouring out of my body. It 

was literally spilling out of me, but from nowhere more than my vagina. I was offended and she 

had the nerve to chuckle in my face. As if that weren’t bad enough, she made a movement 

toward my armpit. How dare she? 

  “Hold on just a damn minute!” 

 “What is it, babe?” 
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 “It’s you. Look at you. I’m trying to express my feelings, let you know that you’re 

hurting me, but it’s not sinking in.” 

 “I don’t get it, babe. I was just trying to make you feel good.” 

 “No, you weren’t. You don’t give a shit how that makes me feel. If you did you’d know I 

don’t enjoy your constantly pawing me. I guess that doesn’t matter though, as long as you enjoy 

yourself.” 

 “Oh don’t be so dramatic. You know it’s not like that.” 

 “You sure as hell could have fooled me. Lately, I feel like I’m just a toy for you, 

something to play with, strictly for your amusement.” 

 “Babe!” 

 “Don’t babe me. Do you know what I’m most thankful for?” 

 “What?” 

 “That I didn’t grow fucking breasts, too.” 

 “Now that might have been fun.” 

 “You see, that’s exactly what I mean. I’m just a sex object to you. All you want to do is 

fuck my vaginapit, and you don’t even have a dick. You’ve got no excuse.” 

 “C’mon, babe. How many girls get to have a boyfriend with a penis and a vagina?” 

 “I don’t know, but I think the number is going down by one.” 

 “You don’t mean that,” she said. 

 “The hell I don’t. I’m done with having a vagina, and I’m done with you. I thought I 

wanted to know what this was all about, but I don’t. It’s too hard and it’s too weird and it’s just 

too much.” 
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 She looked almost sad, but more so confused, and then turned and walked away. It would 

be the last time last time she ever walked away from, or towards, me. Things between us had 

gotten all fucked up, and it wasn’t even that she had done anything that bad. She wasn’t some 

stranger molesting me in a crowded street or a rapist lurking in the bushes. But in some ways 

what she had become was worse.  

 With disturbingly vivid clarity, the vaginal preoccupation of my youth came hurtling 

back at me. I hadn’t been mean or forceful or intentionally cruel, but I was guilty of being 

inconsiderate as hell. I had been so amazed by the sheer magic of my discovery that I forgot to 

pay attention to the whole person. I don’t know that I hurt that first girlfriend all those years ago, 

but I’m sure I made her very, very tired.  

 

 Sleep was something I never really got around to the night I broke up with my girlfriend, 

the molester. I was much too troubled to find that level of relaxation. Instead, I just kept tossing 

and turning and trying like hell to figure out what my next step was gonna be. Eventually, I 

decided sleep was a lost cause, got up, and rolled a joint. About halfway through the smoking of 

said joint, it dawned on me that it might be a good idea to cut my arm off. That damned vagina 

lurking in my armpit was doing me more harm than good, so I figured I’d just get rid of it. 

Instead of helping me understand my girlfriend, it had torn us apart. The understanding I thought 

it could bring me was much more than I was prepared to handle. In fact, every hope I once had 

for my vagina had either imploded or backfired, and now, I just wanted to be free of the damn 

thing, even if it cost me an arm. 

 My plan was to use the table saw in my garage to shave off my arm, shoulder, and just 

enough of my torso to make me normal again. It was gonna take some luck, but if I could get 
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close enough, and then stop the bleeding, I could start a new life with no vagina. The first thing I 

needed to do was get drunk enough to go through with it.  

 I went to the kitchen, grabbed a beer from the fridge, got the whiskey out of the pantry, 

and started guzzling them both. Next, I moved to the laundry room where I got some fresh 

towels and the iron. Then, it was back to the kitchen for more booze. After about two hours, just 

as I could see the first hint of the sun coming up, I finished off the last of the whiskey and took 

my supplies out to the garage. The liquid courage I needed was flowing through me now, and I 

could tell it would only take a couple more beers to get me prepped for surgery.  

 I sized up the table saw in an attempt to figure out the logistics of what I was about to do. 

Seeing as how I was drunk, it wasn’t going to be easy. I was gonna have to lie down backwards 

on the saw and use my feet to push myself back towards the blade. It might have been easier to 

maneuver myself on my stomach, but I wouldn’t have been able to see as well. The whole 

process was going to be tougher than I originally thought, but there was no backing out now. I 

drug a step ladder over near the saw, so I would have something push off of, and then I plugged 

in the iron and made sure the towels were close by. As I drained my last beer, I said a quick 

prayer, and then turned on the saw.  

 Even though I’d used the saw a hundred times, it was louder than I expected. I tried to 

imagine what it was going to feel like when the sharp, spinning blade made contact with my 

flesh, but it was no use. It was like trying to imagine how much a trip to the dentist is gonna hurt, 

you never really know until you get there. I was afraid I would lose my nerve, so I went ahead 

and cut off one of my fingers. I screamed like hell and it didn’t solve the vagina in my armpit 

problem, but the pain distracted me, at least a little, from what was really about to happen.  
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 Wasting no more time, I flopped back onto the saw’s platform like an over the hill high 

jumper, then commenced scootching myself steadily toward my bloody salvation. I held my 

breath and crushed my eyes shut as the saw rang louder and louder in my ears.  It hurt like king 

hell the whole time that saw was cutting through me, and there was blood and tissue and little 

pieces of bone flying all over the place. The good thing about using the table saw was that the 

cutting off the arm part went pretty quickly. The bad part was that the cut was all jagged and 

rough and I bled like a gut shot bastard all over my garage. I had originally hoped that I might be 

able to stop the bleeding by fashioning a tourniquet out of some rope and the towels, but it didn’t 

shake out that way. The blood wouldn’t stop gushing, and I was afraid I might bleed to death, so 

I had to use the iron. With my remaining good arm, I grabbed that mighty unwrinkler of clothes 

and pressed it hard against my bloody stump. It sizzled and burned and I screamed, but the 

wound scabbed over, and the blood stopped flowing. It was done.  

 

 I woke up in a pile of empty beer cans on the floor of my garage to the smell of a burning 

iron. I grimaced out of reflex and cringed as I looked over to survey the damage I had done. 

Where there should have been a hideously deformed stump, there was a healthy arm marked only 

by the drunken, magic marker blueprints of a do-it-yourself amputation. I wasn’t exactly sure 

what was going on, but judging by the crippling headache I was suffering from, I’d guess I 

passed out sometime before I carried out my plan. Based on the crude outline sketched 

haphazardly on my shoulder, I’d say this was a good thing.  

 Panic attacked me as I gathered the nerve to peek into my armpit. My vagina was gone. I 

felt happy and relieved and strangely melancholy all at the same time. Almost as if someone I 

once wished dead just keeled over right in front of me. It wasn’t that I was sorry they were dead, 



 113  

but more like I was sorry I had wished it. As I struggle to my feet, a million neurons fired 

through my brain, most of them painful. I was confused. This was not how I expected to wake 

up.  

 I walked to the kitchen sink, splashed water on my face, then bent over and drank long 

and hard from the faucet. After getting my fill, I couldn’t help taking another peak under my 

arm, just to make sure. My vagina was still gone, but I was beginning to feel guilty about it. I 

couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d missed the point of this whole experience. I honestly believed 

that I was supposed to learn from my vagina, to understand it somehow. Everything I’d gone 

through was supposed to change me from a vaginal predator to a vagina ally. The vagina and I 

were supposed to be in it together, through thick and thin. But then I had to go and threaten to cut 

away at it, to shave it down to nothing, to hurt it. That’s when it left me.  

 So I was left with knowledge that no man has ever had before or will ever have again. I 

am privilege to the best kept secrets on both sides of gender battle lines. Physically, I am all man, 

but there is some part of my psyche, and maybe my soul, that will always be a woman. It’s hard, 

looking back on things, to figure out exactly what I’ve lost and what I’ve gained. I’m not sure I 

feel comfortable in my own skin, and I don’t know where I fit anymore. To make matters worse, 

I can’t shake this feeling of betrayal. Having a vagina should have been my one chance to atone 

for all the shitty things I’ve don’t to women in the past, but I fucked it up.  

  They say that sometimes amputees have phantom pains in the limbs they’ve lost. 

Sometimes it hurts, sometimes it tingles, and sometimes it just feels like it’s still there. I feel bad 

for those amputees because I know what they’re going through. There may not be an actual 

vagina in my armpit anymore, but I sure as hell have one mutherfucker of a phantom vagina. It 

acts up whenever I overhear women talking about their menstrual cramps or how difficult giving 
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birth was. When confronted with situations like that, I always stop and listen for as long as I can, 

and occasionally, I feel something quiver in my armpit. I know there’s nothing there, but my 

heart still races faster and faster until the apprehension I feel is replace with a dark sense of 

longing. 
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Poor Bastards 

 I was sitting on my Porch, drinking a beer, and watching some kids, two boys and a girl, 

ride bikes in the street when I decided it was high time someone ruined their lives. They were so 

happy and smug with their false sense of security and their blissful innocence. They ran and 

played with that joyous abandon that only a child can capture. Their laughter wafted over me and 

hovered like a smell or a face you know you remember but just can’t put your finger on. Those 

days of make believe, back yards, and popsicles were gone for me, and so I decided to take them 

from the unsuspecting children playing in the street. 

  I watched those kids ride and play and chase each other and laugh and live totally in the 

moment, and it made me sick with nostalgia. I wanted to go back to the time when I was a little 

bastard riding my bike in the street and playing with my friends. I wanted to relive that blessed 

day when I broke my training wheels off, cried for about fifteen minutes, and then discovered 

that I could ride without them. I wanted to go back to the time when something that simple could 

make everything right with the world, but I knew that was impossible. Once you hit that magic 

age, and cross the river from childhood to being an adult, the world gets cold and hard. Try as 

you may, you can never find your way back. Right then and there, I decided the best thing I 

could do for these kids was to shatter their illusions.  One day, they were going to start reading 

more of the newspaper than just the comics, and it was up to me to make sure they weren’t 

shocked as hell when they did. I took another long, slow sip of beer, lit a cigarette and called out 

to the carefree children enjoying life with reckless abandon in the street in front of my gloomy, 

red brick residence.  

 “Hey, you kids,” I yelled. “Come on over here. Uncle Harlin wants to tell you a little 

story.”  
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In unison, they replied, “what is it, Mr. Harlin. Were we bothering you?” 

“Not at all. I just wanted to talk to ya’ll for a little bit. There’s no harm in that. Is there?” 

“Not as long as our moms can see us, and we can hear them call us for supper,” they said.  

 “Oh that’s real good. It’s nice that you obey your parents like that. You know, they’re 

going to die someday, and then you won’t have anyone to call you in to dinner. I’m sure they’ll 

always be very proud, at least while they’re still living, that you minded them so well.” 

 The two boys looked shocked as hell, and the little girl seemed like she might start 

crying.  

 “M-m-my mom’s gonna die, Mr. Harlin?” she asked.  

 “Well of course she is, silly,” I replied. “Oh my God, you didn’t know that, did you? I’m 

sorry, sweetie. Don’t you worry about that right now. I’m sure she’s got lots of good years left. 

Just keep it in the back of your mind that someday she will die, so you won’t be surprised when 

it happens.” 

 “What about our moms?” questioned the two boys after they had regained their ability to 

speak?  

 Normally, this wouldn’t have been an easy question to answer, but today I was in the 

business of being sinisterly altruistic. One way or another, the future was going to be tough for 

these kids to come to terms with. It didn’t matter if it was death, or taxes, or war, or the sad state 

of education in America, some aspect of society was going to do its damnedest to crush their 

spirits. I figured it would be easier if we got it all out of the way at once, sort of like a band aid. I 

could either wait for the world to slowly and painfully pull that band aid off, or I could take it 

upon myself to speed up the process and get it all over with at once.  



 117  

 “I’m sorry guys, seeing as how one of you is black, and the other is a Mexican, I don’t 

think your mothers will live to see you get a college degree.” 

 “Why does that matter, Mr. Harlin?” 

 “Well, if you look at the statistics, a lot of minorities are in what they call a ‘lower 

income bracket’. Very simply put, this means that you don’t have much money. When you don’t 

have much money, you have to rely on the government for things you can’t afford, like medical 

care.” 

 “Won’t the government help us save our moms, Mr. Harlin?” 

 “You’d think they would, wouldn’t you? But sadly, no they won’t. They’ll say they are 

doing everything possible, but that will be a lie. Mostly, the government will be doing whatever 

it can to save money. You’ll never notice it until your mom gets something like cancer, and her 

HMO won’t pay for the radical new treatment she needs to save her life.” 

 “Can’t we do something about it, Mr. Harlin? 

 “I wish you could, but you just can’t. There is too much red tape and bureaucracy for 

anyone to even notice.” 

 “What’s bureaucracy?” they asked.  

 “Let me see. Bureaucracy is a bunch of really stupid rules and regulations that keep 

anything from getting done. It makes trying to accomplish something a lot like running through 

an obstacle course, and it will make you complaining about your mom not getting her treatment 

about as noticeable as throwing rocks in the ocean.”  

All three of them started to get a little teary eyed at this point. I was off to a smashing 

start, but the tiny bit of human kindness I had in me was starting to tug at my heart strings. I had 

to be strong, though. Kid’s are more resilient than adults, and it would be much easier for them 
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to deal with this now while they could still be carefree for a few more years instead of waiting 

until the cares and concerns of the world have already begun to weigh down upon them. I told 

the three of them to come and sit down on the front lawn, and I would get them something to 

drink. The promise of a cool beverage cheered them up in a way only little kids can be cheered 

up, but I could tell they hadn’t shaken the idea of their mothers dying. I was debating saying 

something encouraging when the little girl jumped up and started screaming.  

“Ah! Fire ants! They’re biting me! They’re biting me, Mr. Harlin.” The boys were next to 

be attacked by the scourge of Texas, and soon all three of them were hopping alternately on one 

foot while desperately trying to swat at the unseen aggressors in the fading light of day. Having 

lived in Texas for seventeen years, I knew full well that those little, red bastards weren’t going to 

stop stinging until either them or the kids were dead. I knew what I had to do. Surprisingly calm 

in the midst of such commotion, I walked over to the garden hose, turned it on, and began to 

douse the kids with it. This changed the whole complexion of their hopping and swatting. They 

were now hopping, swatting at their legs, and trying to dodge the steady stream of water that was 

soaking them to the bone. 

 I Finally stopped when the little girl stopped screaming about the ants and started 

screaming for me to turn off the hose.  

 “Mr. Harlin,” she pleaded. “You’re ruining my school clothes.  

 “Yeah,” chimed in the boys. “We’re all wet, and our moms are gonna be mad at us.” 

 “If they’re not dead already,” I added.  

 “Mr. Harlin,” the three of them protested in unison.  

 “Alright, alright. But really, kids, this is a good lesson for you to learn.” 
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 “How does getting stung by ants and then sprayed by a hose teach us anything,” the girl 

asked.  

 “We’ll it may not seem like it, but this is a life lesson indeed. It’s going to go a long way 

towards teaching you that even when something bad happens, and you think life is really terrible, 

it can always get worse.” 

 “That sucks, Mr. Harlin,” said the two boys.  

 “Oh doesn’t it though,” I replied. “But that’s not even the worst of it.” 

 “How can that be?” they asked.  

 “It’s really pretty simple. This is how it works. You kids were pretty crushed when I told 

you that your parents were going to die, right?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “And then you sat down on the lawn and got stung by a bunch of fire ants, and that added 

physical pain to your sadness, right?” 

 “Yes, Mr. Harlin.” 

 “Well, then I tried to ease your physical pain by spraying you with the hose, but all that 

got you was wet and didn’t really help all that much with ants, but it sure is gonna piss your 

moms off when you get home, right?” 

 “Yeah, so what?” 

 “Well, that’s just the point. Sometimes in life, no matter what anyone does to try and help 

you through a rough time, it’s just going to make things worse. There will be times when 

something so bad happens to you that nothing in the world will cheer you up. No kind words, no 

freshly mowed lawns to play in, not even staying up past your bedtime will make you feel better 

about the world. What you just went through is a small taste of the world has in store for you.” 
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 Things got real, real quiet for a minute, and I was afraid I had already scared them too 

much. My plan required a systematic destruction of the illusion of happiness or invulnerability 

that can exist only in a child. If I blew my wad now, I would never accomplish that goal. I was 

about to go get the cold drinks I’d promised them when the little black boy spoke.  

 “Is that what it’s gonna be like when our moms die, Mr. Harlin?” 

 “Yes and no,” I said. “Yes, the general scenario will be similar to this, but no, it won’t be 

the same. The day your mother dies will be so terrible you won’t even remember that fire ants 

exist or that you were ever stung by them and then sprayed by a hose.” 

 “It will be that bad?” they asked. 

 “No, it will be worse. In fact, you would probably beg to have a thousand fire ants sting 

you at once rather than face the realization that you will never see your mom again.” 

 Okay, so maybe I went a bit too far with that last one. I didn’t really want to traumatize 

these kids; I just wanted to prepare them for all the tings about grown up life I wasn’t ready for. 

Kids grow up too fast, and they usually aren’t ready for what they find when they get there. I 

figured it was my duty to cheer them down a bit, so the adult world wouldn’t be too harsh a 

reality for them. Unfortunately, the little boys started to sniffle and rub at their eyes, and the little 

girl burst into a full on bawl. Perhaps I overestimated the intestinal fortitude of these tykes. It 

was time to placate, and I had to act fast.  

 “Who wants chocolate milk?” I asked. But it did no good. 

 “I don’t want any milk from you, Mr. Harlin,” she yelled. “You’re a bad man.” 

 “No honey. I swear I’m not bad. I’m just trying to prepare you.” She was getting up to 

walk away, and I was trying to grab her somewhere a pervert wouldn’t grab her, so that I could 

explain. 



 121  

 “Leave me alone, Mr. Harlin. I’m cold and I’m wet and I got stung by ants and my 

mom’s gonna be mad at me for getting my school clothes dirty and then she’s gonna die and I 

don’t want chocolate milk or anything else from you. I hate you.” 

 Part of me cringed at having invoked the hatred of child, but another part, a much bigger 

part, was overjoyed that I had accomplished my mission. That joy was short lived as I soon 

realized that I failed to inform her of all the tribulations the world has in store specifically for 

girls. The time was now. There would be no other chance.  

 “Avoid sex,” I yelled at her as she picked up her bike and swung one leg over the top. “If 

you have sex too soon, you will hate it forever. Wait until you are thirty or you will never be able 

to enjoy sexual relations, love a man, get married, or raise a family. And don’t go anywhere near 

frat boys. They will do terrible things to you while you are passed out. In fact, forget about 

dating altogether. It’s just plain painful.” 

 She was on her bike and pedaling away before those final words died out in the early fall 

twilight. I didn’t know if I’d gotten through to her, or if she’d even heard my words as she fled 

reality until I looked down at the two boys sitting in a puddle of despair and fire ants in my front 

yard. They couldn’t have looked more wretched if they’d come out of a Dickens’ novel.  

 “Alright, guys. Who wants some chocolate milk?” 

 “I do,” said the little Mexican boy. 

 “Can I have a coke, Mr. Harlin?” asked the black boy.  

 “You know”, I said, “cokes will stunt your growth and eventually make you fat. They can 

also give you cavities or make you more susceptible to diabetes.” 

 “Please, Mr. Harlin. I don’t like milk. It hurts my stomach. Can’t I just have a coke?” 
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 Even I’m not heartless enough to deprive a kid of a mere soft drink after I’ve told him his 

mom was going to die and sprayed him with a hose. I also thought it would be best not to bring 

up the fact that he was probably lactose intolerant right then. Instead, I went inside to get a glass 

of chocolate milk and a coke for my two little apprentices.  

 Despite my momentary turn of good nature, I was still plotting ways to jolt these kids out 

of their childish oblivion. Kids are very trusting, sometimes to a fault, I was going to abuse that 

trust so they wouldn’t get take advantage of later in life. Lucky for me, I was out of chocolate 

syrup. I say lucky because that reminded me of a prank I plotted, but never carried out, against 

an old buddy of mine who once sent me a fake eviction notice in the mail. I got the letter on a 

Friday afternoon, and it pretty much ruined my weekend, so I bought some chocolate exlax with 

revenge in mind. In time, I realized that poisoning one of my best friends so he would shit up a 

king hell storm would be a little juvenile, but it was a different story now. I was dealing with 

kids, and nothing cuts through the bullshit with kids like bathroom humor.  

 I’m pretty sure you can guess what comes next, and some of you can probably even see 

the veiled look of evil on my face lurking behind my best Cheshire cat smile as I strolled 

casually out the front door with a coke in one had and chocolate time bomb in the other. The 

poor bastard never saw it coming. He sucked down that chocolate milk like a drunk who’d 

finally panhandled enough change for a quart of malt liquor. If I hadn’t used the whole package, 

I could have poured three or four more laced beverages down his greedy little throat. The show 

was about to begin.  

 Having never actually used a laxative myself, I had no real concept of how long this 

would take to react or what it would actually do to the kid. Just to play it safe, I figured it was 

best that I proceed with my dastardly plan post haste. My next step was to attack the one thing I 



 123  

was pretty sure they already hated – school. Nothing rattles people more than realizing 

something they are doing is absolutely worthless. If these two hated school as much half the kids 

I grew up with, the cold realization that it wasn’t doing them a damn bit of good would really 

send them into a frenzy.  

  “How old are you kids?” I asked.  

“I’m ten,” replied the little Mexican boy.  

“Nine,” said his black counterpart.   

 “Wow,” I said. “Ya’ll are getting pretty grown up. How do you like school?” They told 

me they liked it alright except for the homework, so I decided to fill them in on just how 

important it was to do their homework.  

“Yeah, I used to hate doing homework, too. I had the worst time with math, but all that 

changed once I got to high school.” 

“Did you get better at it?” they asked, innocence dancing in their eyes.  

“Hell no! Once I got to high school, everything got so much worse. Math went from hard 

to damn near impossible. Apparently, I fell so far behind at your age, that I was never able to 

catch up. In fact, I still have to use a calculator to balance my checkbook, and I still screw up 

sometimes. Do you know what happens when you mess up balancing your checkbook?” 

“No,” they said.  

“Well, it’s pretty bad,” I said. “You start bouncing checks cause you don’t have any 

money in your account. Then the bank charges you anywhere from thirty to a couple of hundred 

bucks for writing checks when you have no money. After that, the district attorney issues a 

warrant for your arrest.” 
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They asked me what a district attorney was, and I told them it was a mean, old man that 

tells the police to go kidnap people and put them in jail. They asked me how long the district 

attorney put people in jail for, and I told them indefinitely. They asked me how long indefinitely 

was, and I told them it was longer than they’d been alive. I knew they were probably only 

understanding half of what I was telling them, but it didn’t matter. The poor little fuckers were 

starting to look more than a little rattled.  My plan was working like clockwork.  

Speaking of clockwork, I have to hand it to the good people at Ex-lax because that little 

Mexican kid was starting to look a bit queasy, and his milk mustache wasn’t even gone yet. 

Every couple of minutes, he would get solemn, pained look on his face, and I just knew he was 

fighting some take no prisoners stomach cramps. Time to turn up the heat.  

Now, the kids in my neighborhood absolutely loved my roommate, V. Todd Welles. 

They all called him Mr. Todd, and I guess its fair to say he was the direct opposite of me. He was 

almost always on hanging out on the front Porch, smoking a cigarette, strumming his guitar, and 

bullshitting with the little kids. Sometimes, he would play them whatever song he was working 

on at the time or they would have cheesy-as-hell camp style sing alongs. Whatever the hell he 

did with them, Mr. Todd was more popular than the fucking ice cream man, and that’s hard to 

do.  

Apparently, my bad cop routine was getting to the little munchkins. They were starting to 

crack, and they wanted Mr. Todd to come save them. I almost felt sorry for them because they 

were in for a real rough life if Mr. Todd, a 30 year old pizza delivery boy with a Master’s degree, 

was superman to them.  

 “I wish Mr. Todd was here,” said the black boy.  
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 “Me too,” groaned the Mexican through a particularly severe stomach cramp. “He’s 

much happier than you, Mr. Harlin.” 

 “And nicer, too,” added my little black friend.  

 “I wish Mr. Todd would come home and play us some happy music on his guitar,” they 

exclaimed in unison. “Where is Mr. Todd?” 

 Now was my chance to destroy even there hero.  

 “Gosh, I’m sorry kids. Mr. Todd isn’t around right now. And even when he gets home, I 

don’t think he’s going to be able to play the guitar for you.” 

 “Why not?” they asked.  

 “Well, because the only job Mr. Todd could get is as a pizza man, and that doesn’t pay 

him enough, so he’s out hocking his guitar.” 

 “What does hocking mean?” said the Mexican.  

 “Hocking is what you do when you don’t have any money, but you have some stuff that 

other people might want. You take whatever valuables you have to a pawn shop, and the man 

who runs the shop pays you about a quarter of what your stuff is worth. The he sells it for what 

its actually worth and makes a profit off you.” 

 “But why would Mr. Todd hock his guitar. He loves his guitar.” 

 “Like I said, Mr. Todd is a pizza man, he doesn’t make much money, and rent is almost 

due. It was either hock his guitar or sell his blood.” 

 “I don’t believe you,” said the black child. “Mr. Todd went to college twice. He told me 

so. He can get a better job than a pizza man. He could work in an office like my mom.” 

 “Yes, Mr. Todd did go to college twice, but he was very foolish and decided to follow his 

dreams. Mr. Todd only took creative writing classes in college, and nobody is hiring creative 
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writers these days, so he’s basically unemployable. And as far as office jobs go, Mr. Todd would 

hate that just like your mom probably hates her job.” 

 “My mom hates her job?” 

 “Of course your mom hates her job,” I said. “Almost all grown ups hate their jobs. It’s 

just a fact of life. There is nothing you can do about it.” 

 “I don’t believe you.” 

 “Oh, trust me. It’s true. When my dad was a little boy, his dad told him to work for a big 

company when he grew up. All he really wanted to do was be a teacher, but he listened to his dad 

because he was a good little boy. Do you wanna know what happened?” 

 “What?” they both asked.  

 “He’s been miserable every since. He worked for the big company for twenty years, and 

just when he was about to get a big raise, they fired him, and he had to start all over again. He 

found another job a lot like it, but he’s always afraid he’ll get fired, and he doesn’t have fun at 

work.” 

 “Why doesn’t he go back and be a teacher?” asked the little black boy. 

 “For the same reason Mr. Todd is out hocking his guitar right now. It doesn’t pay enough 

for him to survive. You can either make money and be miserable or follow your dreams and 

most likely be poor as hell. The only people who get money and happiness are professional 

athletes, actors, and musicians, and only about two percent of them actually make any money.” 

 For the second time that day, the little black boy looked like he was about to cry. I was 

debating on whether to move in for the kill or comfort the little guy when the Mexican boy 

started to squirm around on the lawn and clutch at his gullet. Next, we heard this God-awful 

groaning, bubbling, sucking, churning, gurgling sound coming from the general vicinity of his 
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stomach. The boy jumped up from his seated position, put the clamp on his sphincter with a hand 

on either butt cheek, and began to do a frantic “I have to shit right now” dance in my front yard.  

 “Dios mio!” he exclaimed. “Can I use your bathroom, Mr. Harlin? I have to go real bad.” 

 I could tell that he meant it and that time was of the essence, but this was the moment I’d 

been waiting for. I had to show him what real life was like.  

 “Sure, you can use my bathroom, but you have to pay me a dollar first.” 

 “But I don’t have a dollar. Please, Mr. Harlin, I don’t think I can hold it.” 

“I’m sorry kiddo, but our utility bills have been outrageous this year, and I can’t just pay 

for everyone to use the toilet. Plus, there is the issue of toilet paper. It may grow on trees, but it 

ain’t free.” 

“Please, Mr. Harlin. I’ll pay you when I get my allowance.” 

“Well, we might be able to work something out there, but first we’d have to agree on an 

acceptable rate of interest and how often it would compound.” 

“I don’t even know what you’re talking about Mr. Harlin. I just have to take a shit. 

Please!” 

“I’ll have to run a credit check first, and if you aren’t approved, you’ll have to provide a 

cosigner.” 

“But I just need to use the bathroom.” 

“Well, unless you can pull a dollar out of your ass before it explodes, I suggest you try to 

make it home as quickly as possible.”  

“Go to hell, Mr. Harlin. I hate you.” 

Now, I was getting somewhere. Two of the three children had now proclaimed their 

hatred for me. A feeling of satisfaction crossed with disgust swarmed over me as I watched that 
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poor little Mexican waddle precariously over to his bike and attempt to mount it without shitting 

himself. I knew there was no way he was going to make it home without an accident of some 

sort. Part of me was troubled for him, but the other part was satisfied that he now had some idea 

of what he was getting himself into by growing up. 

Before I could pause for a moment of quiet reflection, the inevitable happened. I heard a 

sound like a very fat man bending over in much too tight denim followed by more than a few 

plops, hisses, and splats. The little black boy and I winced simultaneously, and the Mexican child 

dropped his bike and began to cry.  

“Damn you, Mr. Harlin. I hope you’re happy. I shit myself. What am I going to tell my 

mom?” 

“Tell her you blame society,” I said. “It works for most people.” 

“I’m too old to shit myself,” he wept.  

“You’re a victim of your surroundings,” I reasoned.  

“I can’t even ride my bike home.” 

“You’re right about that. I’d say you’re much better off walking.” 

“I’m so embarrassed. This is the worst day of my life.” 

“Get used to it.” 

Then it was just me and my little black friend. He seemed to have recovered from his 

latest bout of tears, and strangely enough, he didn’t look all that disturbed. The look on his face 

was one of resignation more than anything else. Maybe I’d gotten through to him, or maybe 

that’s just what little kids look like when you make them grow up quicker than you’re supposed 

to.  
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“Mr. Harlin, were telling us the truth about our moms, and school, and jobs, and Mr. 

Todd?” 

“I was.” 

“Why is it like that?” 

“Because nobody gives a damn about anybody but themselves, and nobody thinks past 

what they are doing at the time, and people don’t care if bad things happen to the world as long 

as they are dead and gone before they do.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“I’m pretty damn sure.” 

“Is my life gonna be hard?” 

“Everyone’s life is hard. You’re no different.” 

“Is there anything else I need to know?” 

He looked at me then like he hoped I was done, but I was nowhere near finished. I had 

one more thing to tell him, and I had saved my biggest gun for the grand finale. A small part of 

my heart broke off and crumbled at the thought of what I was about to reveal to him. Everything 

decent in me screamed out that it was too soon for him to know, but a crippled, bitter shell of the 

little boy I used to be lurked within me, chanting continually that it was already too late.  

“Yeah, there is one more thing I should tell you, but it’s not good.” 

“The other stuff you told us was supposed to be good?” 

“You’ve got a point there. Are you sure you’re ready for this?” 

“I don’t think I have a choice.” 

He was right. I hadn’t given him or the others a choice, but that was something they 

would have to get used to. When I was little, I thought that choices meant picking between two 
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good things. I always thought they would be like the choices you made at the ice cream shop. 

Back then, choices didn’t scare me because there was no way you could go wrong with either 

Rocky Road or Butter Pecan. Once age and reality caught up with me, I began to realize that 

choices can be an ugly part of life, and if you were lucky, you might get to choose between two 

things you wanted absolutely no part of, but if you were unlucky, you’d have no choice at all.  

“Do you ever dream,” I asked him. 

“All the time,” he said.  

“What do you dream of?” 

“Sometimes, I dream of driving a car or being a policeman or playing in the NBA.” 

“Those are nice dreams,” I replied. “Do you know what’s so great about dreams?” 

“No. What?” 

“Well, the older you get, the more you dream.” 

“Why?” he asked. 

“Because as you get older, you learn more. And the more things you learn, the more 

things you have to dream about.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah. You might dream about someplace you’d like to visit, like Europe or Australia; or 

something you’d like to try, like scuba diving or skiing; or maybe you’ll dream about having a 

family and someday even grandchildren; you might even dream about something you’d like to 

do in your spare time, like building something out of wood with your own two hands.” 

“I can’t wait until I’m older,” he said. “And I have more to dream about.” 

“I’m sure you can’t, but you’d better try. You’d better try as  hard as you can to wait. It’s 

no good actually getting where you’re trying to go.” 
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“Why not, Mr. Harlin?” 

“Because there’s not enough time.” 

“You mean I don’t have enough time to get there?” 

“No, I mean once you get there, you don’t have enough time to make all your dreams 

come true. Right now, you have all the time in the world. You go to school and do a little bit of 

homework, but other than that, its all fun and games. You have more time on your hands than 

you have things to do with it. It’s not like that when you are older.  You have to work a job to 

pay your bills, you have responsibilities, college, obligations, and maybe even as second job. All 

of that bullshit makes it very hard to find time for your dreams.” 

“But Mr. Harlin, I’ll have my whole life to live. Can’t I use that for my dreams.” 

“I wish that was how it worked, but it’s not. Right now, time seems to last forever for 

you. You feel like it takes forever to get to your next birthday or Christmas or Halloween, but 

when you get older, time just seems to run out on you. Days last five minutes, and weeks last an 

hour. A whole year can go by in the blink of an eye. Then one day you wake up and your parents 

look more like grandparents and you’re starting to look more like a parent than a little kid and 

then all of the sudden…” 

“Then what, Mr. Harlin? Then what?” 

“Well,” I said, “then all of the sudden you’re old, and pretty soon after that, you’re dead.” 

 The little boy looked shocked and angry and indignant and generally scared shitless, but 

he tried to be brave.  

“I don’t believe you, Mr. Harlin. You’re a liar – a damned liar.” 
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“You don’t have to believe me. In fact, I didn’t expect you to. I wouldn’t have believed 

me either if I was a little boy. But I’ve been watching you lately, and you’ve been getting a little 

taller. Have you notice yourself getting taller?” 

“I – I think so. Some of my pants don’t go all the way down anymore.” 

“Oh no. That’s the first sign that it’s starting to happen. I’ve gotten to you too late, and 

you’ve already started to grow up. Pretty soon the time you have left will start to slip through 

your fingers like sand in a sandbox.” 

“But there has to be something I can do, Mr. Harlin. Can I hold on tighter?” 

“I’m afraid not. That would just make things go faster. The things you hold on to the 

tightest are the things you lose first. The best that you can do is to use every second that you can. 

Don’t waste a minute.” 

“Will that let me get to all my dreams, Mr. Harlin?” 

“It will help you get to some of them, but you can never get to them all. I’m sorry.” 

“Okay. Thank you, Mr. Harlin. Goodbye.” 

And so the little black boy, the last of my protégées, left that day without saying he hated 

me. It’s a funny thing, hatred. When you hate someone it makes it that much easier to dismiss 

everything they say to you. After a few days, I started seeing the little girl and the Mexican boy 

playing in the street again. It almost seemed as though they never heard a word I said. They 

looked young and optimistic and just as full of joy as when this story began. Sometimes, I would 

catch them on the Porch listening to Mr. Todd tell a story, but they would scatter like scared 

animals when they saw me. That was pretty much the only holdover of my revelations to them. 

When it was all said and done, they were the same as they ever were, and I was strangely 

relieved by that.   
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The little black boy, on the other hand, was never the same. He didn’t play with the other 

kids anymore. He didn’t run away when he saw me. Hell, he didn’t even chase the ice cream 

man or listen to Mr. Todd play the guitar. Mostly he took a lot of long walks by himself. I would 

watch him leave his house early on a Saturday morning and not come home until lunch time. 

When he saw me watching, he would raise one tiny hand and wave. I think that wave bothered 

me more than anything. It wasn’t the wave of a nine year old. It was the wave of the condemned. 

It was the wave of an ancient grandparent days before the end. It was the wave of a broken 

hearted boy waving at the girl who broke it. It was a wave I regretted teaching him. It was a 

heavy, tired wave to a future approaching much too quickly.  
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PART II 

AFTERWORD
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Creative Nonfiction vs. Fiction: A Question of Truth 

 We have now, at last, come to the most difficult part of my collection, the scholarly 

afterword.  In the beginning, it was supposed to be a scholarly preface, but that proved to be even 

more difficult than an after word. I personally believe that had a lot to do with the fact that I 

didn’t want to say or write anything that would screw up the stories before people had a chance 

to read them. Thanks to this slight logistical change, I feel much more comfortable discoursing 

on the intricacies of my writing style after you have actually had a chance to read them for 

yourselves. At this point, I am in a position to do nothing more than affirm or negate the 

conclusions you arrived at on your own. This is still a little more responsibility than I’d hoped to 

have, but it will have to do.  

 Before a writer begins composing a scholarly introduction or afterword to a novel or 

collection of short stories, he or she must first decide what style they write in and what themes 

they are discussing in their work. For me, this was no easy question to answer. Earlier drafts of 

my preface professed that I was a combination of post modernism, magical realism, metafiction, 

creative nonfiction, and hypertext. As if that weren’t bad enough, the themes I deal with range 

from physical deformities, mental disorders, the developmentally disabled, murder, cruelty, and 

terminal illness just to name a few. It didn’t take my major professor long to set me down and 

suggest that I try and narrow the focus of my introduction so as not to confuse or annoy the other 

members of my committee.  

 The necessity of narrowing my scholarly argument down to a specific theme or idea was 

one that presented me with some problems. Mainly, the simple fact that I have never actually sat 

down and thought about how or why I was writing something. Usually, an idea just comes to me, 

and I run with it. After I get that first draft, it’s like trying to pick up an out of town radio station 
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on an old fashion dial radio. You just keep working that dial until what you want to hear, or 

rather what you want the reader to hear, is coming in as loud and as clear as you can get it. 

Thank God that analogy made sense to me because for a while, it was the only decent thing I had 

to fill up the scholarly portion of my paper.  

 Eventually, it was decided that I would be best off attacking this scholarly thing from the 

perspective of creative nonfiction. After all, the writing teachers I have worked with keep telling 

me that my stories have a creative nonfiction feel to them, and just two years ago, I was the 

University of North Texas’ nominee for the Intro to Journals contest under the heading of 

creative nonfiction. Many writers of creative nonfiction make their living as journalists. I 

received my training as a writer while working as an editor for my high school paper and as a 

journalism student at the University of Missouri. It might even be said that my propensity for the 

first person narrative is a hold over from my days as a columnist for various papers. Either way, 

with all this momentum building behind the creative nonfiction angle, I didn’t figure there was 

any way I could go wrong.  

 Excited to have finally found a direction to move in, I began researching creative 

nonfiction and almost immediately found a reason to abandon my former optimism. This 

crushing blow came in the form of a quote from the godfather of Creative Nonfiction himself, 

Lee Gutkind.  

John Berendt, author of the best selling Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, 
admitted to making up saucy dialogue for a real-life character and creating situations in 
order to more easily manipulate his narrative. “I call it ‘rounding the corners,’” he 
explained, adding that he has no regrets because, by doing this, he feels he is giving his 
readers “a better story.” But it is not a true story and it denotes inexcusable laziness. 
When confronted with a character who might not have exactly scintillating things to say, 
a good writer, rather than making up better stuff, will work harder to discover other 
aspects of the subject that are interesting, like talking to other people about the character 
in question – or make better connections between one part of an essay to another, or 
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simply work on getting the character to reveal themselves – rather than resorting to 
fiction. (XVII)  
 

Obviously, this quote disturbed me to no end. Here I was supposed be writing about how my 

stories were primarily in the vein of creative nonfiction, and the damned godfather of genre is 

telling me not to be lazy and resort to fiction. Having read my collection, you are most likely 

aware that there is quite a bit of fictional material lurking in my stories. I was at a loss. How was 

I going to salvage the scholarly portion of my thesis? Time was running out, and I was beginning 

to feel like a writer without a genre.  

 Luckily, for every critic or godfather who says one thing, you can usually find someone 

else with the opposite point of view, and after researching a bit more, I did just that in the 

introduction to The Art of Truth, written by Bill Roorbach.  

Listen: verifiable accuracy is not one of the primary values of creative nonfiction, 
as it must be for traditional journalism or science. Verifiable accuracy is an 
important value in creative nonfiction, but sometimes, especially in memoir and 
memory sections or personal essays, it must hold the door for the greater values of 
drama and character, and the peculiar artistic force of memory, and let them enter 
the ballroom first. … What’s verifiable isn’t always what’s true, and the writer of 
creative nonfiction will always err on the side of truth over facts. When verifiable 
accuracy takes over as the primary value in a piece of writing, we are moving 
away from creative nonfiction and back toward traditional journalism. (5) 
 

Words cannot describe how happy I was to find these words. Not only did they give me some 

scholarly basis for continuing to write about creative nonfiction, but something about the quote 

stood out to me. It seemed to me that Gutkind viewed truth as a more cut and dry entity. It was 

something that could be easily verified and kept track of. To Roorbach, the truth appeared to 

have a more abstract connotation. It wasn’t something you could add or subtract or cite sources 

to prove. It went beyond things like facts and proof. For Roorbach, the truth was a 

“representation of reality that people will call true, a representation to which the taste buds of the 

soul will respond passionately” (Roorbach).  
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 The minute I read the quotes by Roorbach, I was reminded of my analogy of the radio 

and playing with the dial in an attempt to try and get the station you want to hear to come in 

clearly. I realized that when I talked about tuning that old, dial radio, I was really talking about 

discovering the kind of truth Roorbach talked about. One of the biggest questions I’ve always 

had about my writing is whether or not I can really call it fiction considering that almost every 

story I’ve written exploded out of some true life event. If you want to get technical, no, my 

writing is not entirely fiction. However, if you want to go to the other extreme, according to 

Gutkind, my stories aren’t really creative nonfiction, either. So then, the question we are left with 

becomes one of truth and what it means to a story. Can a story be considered truthful even if 

some of the details in it are made up?  

 Based on my own experiences, every story arrives at a moment when the author must 

either dutifully follow the facts and nothing more or step over the line from absolute fact to the 

realm of fiction. Just because this line is crossed, however, does not mean that the “truthfulness” 

of the story suffers as a result. In fact, the fictionalization of certain events can even enhance the 

essential truth the author hopes to elaborate on. After taking a look at my own writing, I found 

three distinct categories were I tend to shift from fact to fiction; fictionalization aimed at 

understanding, extreme fictionalization, and fiction for the sake of enjoyment. In each case, the 

use of fictionalized events does not detract from the truth at the center of the story, but more so 

propels that truth directly into the mind of the reader.  

 The first and most prevalent of these categories is fictionalization aimed at 

understanding. I believe this is one of the most common reasons for all types of writing. Whether 

it be scholarly, creative, fiction, nonfiction, journalistic or essay, the essential goal of writing is 

to convey a meaning or to bestow some understanding previously absent in readers or even 
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authors. This sentiment is echoed in the creative nonfiction essay, “Why I write”, by Terry 

Tempest Williams.  

I write to make peace with the things I cannot control. I write to create fabric in a world 
that often appears black and white. I write to discover. I write to uncover. I write to meet 
my ghosts. I write to begin a dialogue. I write to imagine things differently and in 
imagining them differently perhaps the world will change. … I write as a daily act of 
improvisation. I write because it creates my composure. … I write to the questions that 
shatter my sleep. … I write to confront that which I do not know. (6)  
 
As I said earlier, almost all of my stories begin as works of nonfiction. Most of the time, 

it is my own inability to understand or come to terms with something I’ve encountered that sends 

me scurrying into the friendly confines of fiction. Once there, I am free to construct a fictional 

reality where I have a better chance at figuring things out. In a way, writing a story about 

something that confuses me is its own form of therapy. It gives me the opportunity to work 

through things in my head, or on the page, without being swayed by external influences.   

The best example of this type of shift from fact to fiction is found in “My Vagina.” In the 

story, Harlin’s trip to the theater with his girlfriend is the catalyst for the fictionalization of 

certain details.  Up until he grows the vagina in his armpit, everything that happened to Harlin 

actually happened to me. I was there at the performance of the Vagina Monologues even though 

I didn’t exactly want to be, my girlfriend did start to cry, and even though I could understand 

why, there was still something about her emotions that eluded me.  

As soon as she started crying, the typical male response overcame me, and I wanted 

nothing more than to find the cause of her tears and eliminate it. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite 

that simple, so I was forced to grow a vagina in my armpit. Obviously, this is where fiction 

becomes a part of my story and Gutkind strikes me from the ranks of creative nonfiction. But I 

ask you, does my growing a vagina blemish or infringe upon the truthfulness of my story?  
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For what it’s worth, I say no. Other than having a vagina in his armpit, Harlin is 

remarkably similar to me as I lived through the experience. My girlfriend crying in the theater 

made me want to understand something I could not. The fictional vagina was simply a device for 

me to put myself, at least in some small way, in her position. The scenes where Harlin worries 

about learning how to take care of the vagina mirror the research I did in human sexuality 

textbooks so that the story would sound authentic. Even the ultimate demise of the relationship 

reflects the way things turned out in real life. In the end, we drifted apart because we were just 

too different.  

The main idea of the story, the truth of it if you will, remains the same regardless of 

whether Harlin’s armpit is just hairy or if there is a vagina in it. There is gap in understanding 

between Harlin and his girlfriend, he seeks to overcome this but finds that it is too difficult, they 

give it a shot but go down in flames. Tell the story any way you want, strictly by the book or 

slightly embellished, either way, the truth doesn’t change. You might get a slightly different 

version of it, but it’s still the same essential truth.  

The next scenario for my shifting from fact to fiction falls under the heading of extreme 

fictionalization. This is similar to the first category in that it occurs when something baffles me, 

but it is different in that the truth of these stories can not be reached through a clean and neat 

presentation of the facts. Extreme fictionalization is required when attention needs to be called to 

something that is flawed or broken. Often, these stories are aimed at some sort of societal reform 

and are characterized by displays of excessive cruelty in the hopes of enraging or disgusting 

readers into some realization.  

A perfect example of extreme fictionalization is “Poor Bastards.” In this story, readers 

find Harlin on almost his worst behavior. Although the story uses humor to balance the cruelty 
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Harlin displays toward the children, readers may still find it difficult to accept his treatment of 

them. Despite the fact that this story is based more in fiction than most of the others, I feel that it 

is, in some ways, the most truthful of all the stories in my collection.  

The driving force behind “Poor Bastards” is my belief that the world we grow up to live 

in is not at like the world as children picture it. The cold, hard realities that Harlin attempts to 

wake the children up to are just that, reality. They are the truths that all children must grow up to 

accept. Regardless of how it may seem, Harlin isn’t out to ruin the children. He is, in fact, an 

older version of the kids he tortures.  The reason Harlin tells the kids all the terrible things he 

does is because he’s already gone through the experience of figuring out these things for himself. 

Harlin wants the kids to be ready for those difficult truths that he was unprepared to face.  

Now, more likely than not, I didn’t really do any of these things to the little kids that live 

in my neighborhood, which brings us back to our underlying theme. How does my fictionalizing 

certain parts of the story affect its overall truthfulness? In this case, I believe making up specific 

events actually increases the story’s inherent truth by making things real.  

The goal of “Poor Bastards” is to make people think about not only what the world is like 

now, but what it will be like for future generations. I could have tried to accomplish this with a 

nice presentation of the facts, but I hardly believe that would be effective. People already have 

the facts at their disposal, but unless something shocks them, they just don’t notice. For example, 

I could put the names of all the American soldiers that have died in the Middle East up on my 

office door, but it wouldn’t stop our involvement. Unless a way is found to bring the violent 

reality of war into people’s living rooms, they will never understand its true effects.  

This is precisely why I chose extreme fictionalization for this story. I could talk until I 

was blue in the face about how things need to change and how the world is going straight to hell, 
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but no one will ever listen because talk is not real enough. On the other hand, if I were to do a 

bunch of sick shit to little kids, that would be national news in an instant. My face would be on 

every news channel and people across the globe would hate me, all because I pushed the right 

buttons.  

This is where extreme fictionalization comes into play. What I cannot do in real life, I can 

always do in a story. Even though I could never hurt kids as Harlin does in the story, on the 

written page I can torture them to no end in the hopes of getting people’s attention. The ultimate 

goal of this attention-getting story is to get people to examine the essential truth of how things 

are going. Will things be better or worse for future generations? I don’t expect society or the 

government to coddle children or adults, but we have a responsibility to leave things in the best 

shape we can for those who will come after us. That is the truth to be found in “Poor Bastards,” 

and I don’t believe for a minute that my making up some things infringed upon that truth.  

Another example of extreme fictionalization is “Dogs.” Based on the experience of 

reading this story at a recent Porch, I can attest that this story is not a crowd pleaser. In fact, no 

one looked happy when I finished reading this story. Actually, I take that back. They may have 

been happy that I was done, but no one seemed happy to have heard the story. When I finished 

reading it, people were either depressed or disturbed. More than one person walked up to me 

after I was finished and asked me what would become the question of the evening, “What the 

fuck is wrong with you?” 

So, now I have to ask myself again how the made up parts of this story affect the truth at 

the center of it. Is it true that I am a dog-killing psychopath? Am I a sicko that needs to be locked 

up and kept away from animals and children? Was this story written to shock readers and 

nothing else? No. Not in the least bit. The truth behind this story is that I was stuck in a rut that I 
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couldn’t seem to climb out of. For the most part, I was just sitting around, surfing the internet, 

watching television, renting movies, going to eat and drink at the same old places, and generally 

letting life pass me by. My solution to this problem was to use a shocking story to wake myself 

up.   

Again, just as with the kids in “Poor Bastards,” I could never bring myself to kill a dog, 

let alone beat one to death with a shovel. In a story, however, I can get at the truth of how I am 

feeling no matter how extreme it may be. In this case, I used a lethargic dog to reflect the way 

Harlin was living his life. Although it’s a drastic step, Harlin has to kill the dog to be freed from 

the rut he’s dug for himself. Even though the dog is not real, and Harlin certainly doesn’t kill 

anything, the theme of the story stays true to the mental commotion felt by both narrator and 

author at such a time.  

The third and final category of my fictional endeavors is fictionalization for fun. This is 

probably the simplest reason for moving from fact to fiction. Fictionalization for fun occurs 

when the story I am telling has a good moral, point, theme, or meaning, but absolutely nothing 

exciting happens. More aptly, this could be described as fiction by necessity. Usually, I am 

forced to resort to this when I have something important to say, often something I stumbled upon 

in real life, but it’s boring as hell and no one would want to read about it. Fiction for the sake of 

fun doesn’t usually change or affect the level of truth in a story, but it might make sure that 

someone actually discovers what an author has to say.  

The story from my collection that most exemplifies fiction for the sake of fun would have 

to be “Women I loved but Never Knew.” While there are many things in that story that actually 

happened, they didn’t all happen at the same time, and the catalyst, which the story is named 

after, the ladies I watch ER with, is primarily fabricated. Yes, I did work in the student union and 
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my boss was a shit head. Yes, my stepfather did get cancer. Yes, I do love to watch ER. Yes, 

some ladies did come in to watch it on Thursday nights. But that’s about where it ends. I never in 

my life talked to one of those ladies. They never said a word to me, and I never said anything to 

them. Hell, I don’t even think my stepfather had cancer at the time I was working there. 

Basically, I had three or four things that I thought would be interesting, so I wove them all 

together around a false pretense in order to make a story.  

Although the essential details that went into the story were already there, without the 

ladies and the pool hall and everything happening at once, the outcome would have been 

disaster. I know because I tried to write the my-step-dad-has-cancer story once before. It was 

depressing as hell, and everyone who read it cried. Eventually, people stopped reading it. The 

main problem with that story wasn’t so much that it was boring, but it was far too wrapped up in 

the cancer aspect of things. Treatment, depression, and concern dominated the narrative. People 

didn’t feel good about reading it. It was depressing, bleak, and unfortunately, cliché. Because of 

this, any truth to the story was completely lost. People only saw the sadness and death, if they 

managed to read that long.  By adding in the pool hall and the ladies, I was able to give the story 

a new perspective and fresh twist that kept the reader interested long enough to realize what I 

was trying to say.  

Further support for the relativity of truth in a story comes from Tim O’Brien’s “How to 

Tell a True War Story.” In the story, O’Brien discusses the fact that actual facts can never be 

reconstructed within a story because the experience often overwhelms characters of those 

involved. When this occurs, what appears to happen often becomes more truthful or important 

than what really took place.  

In any war story, but especially a true one, it’s difficult to separate what happened from 
what seemed to happen and has to be told that way. … And then afterward, when you go 
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to tell about it, there is always that surreal seemingness, which makes the story seem true, 
but which in fact represents the hard and exact truth as it seemed (71). 
 

What we see here is an example of the event overwhelming the facts, yet the truth remains not 

only present but a focal point of the story being told. I drew on this story quite a bit while trying 

to decided if my stories were true or not. Granted, some things that happened in my stories didn’t 

really go down in the real world, but I firmly believe that the truth of the moment has survived 

on the page. It’s like O’Brien insinuates, sometimes the appearance or seemingness of truth is 

more important that the actual facts.  

If I would have stopped reading after discovering that first quote from Lee Gutkind, I 

probably never would have finished this discourse on truth in the short story. Mostly likely, I 

would have given up after realizing that I didn’t fit into the godfather’s definition of his genre. 

Thankfully, the next thing I stumbled on was Bill Roorbach’s piece, which gave me a glimmer of 

hope. If you are inclined to agree with Roorbach, which I am, then you will probably agree that 

fictionalizing events here and there has little or no effect on the overall truthfulness of a story. 

And if you agree with Gutkind, then I pity you because there is so much more you could be 

getting out of your writing. The facts and the truth do not go hand in hand when it comes to 

telling or writing a good story. Facts are for textbooks and newspaper articles. The truth is 

something independent of facts and immune to fictionalization.   

During my research into creative nonfiction, I was struck by an inspiration quote from 

Anne Dillard.  

Read for pleasure. If you like Tolstoy, read Tolstoy; if you like Dostoevsky, read 
Dostoevsky. Push it a little, but don’t read something totally alien to your nature and then 
say, “I’ll never be able to write like that.” Of course you won’t. Read books you’d like to 
write. If you want to write literature, read literature. Write books you’d like to read. 
Follow your own weirdness. (XII)  
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I found this quote to be both refreshing and fascinating. In the process of writing my thesis and 

afterword, I have come to realize just how much my particular style has been influenced by the 

authors I have always enjoyed reading. Since I have been told this is the proper place to pay 

homage to those writers, I will attempt to do so in the following paragraphs.  

 First and foremost, I believe Tim Sandlin has as much to do with the voice I have created 

for myself as anyone else. This is due largely in part to what I believe are natural similarities 

between the two of us and my subconscious ripping off what I consider to be a damn fine writer. 

I remember how excited I was to discover one of his books during my first year of college. I was 

broke and far away from home. I couldn’t even afford to go to the movies, but I had a charge 

account at the union bookstore. I went in to browse and Sandlin’s Sex and Sunsets is what I came 

out with.  

Julie always gave horrible blow jobs. I think she was bad on purpose so she wouldn’t 
have to give them often. They came on Christmas and my birthday – holiday orals. The 
best job I ever had was from a real young girl in Blackfoot, Idaho. She couldn’t have 
been over thirteen. Had an unbelievably long tongue that she wrapped around me as if I 
was a corndog.  

I heard our scoutmaster in Lancaster gave good head, but I never found out if this was 
true or just a vicious rumor. I’ve always felt I missed something by not having a 
homosexual encounter in the scouting movement. (83) 
 

 They way Sandlin bounces back and forth between what is easily accepted as reality and 

what seems to be an extreme exaggeration is something I believe I have tried to emulate without 

even knowing. As I go back through the books that have made me the writer I am, I am amazed 

to see little pieces of what I consider my literary self strewn about the masterpieces I fell in love 

with while reading. I think the roots of “Poor Bastards” can be seen in the passage above. In that 

story, I talk about doing a lot of horrible things to kids, just as Sandlin talks about getting oral 

sex from a thirteen year old, but I would hope that exaggeration rings true in both. I certainly see 

it that way in Sandlin’s work; hopefully it comes off that way in my own. Sometimes, authors 
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are after a reaction or an outburst from the readers, and exaggerations or depictions of vile deeds 

are the perfect way to provoke readers. Sometimes, we are just trying to make them see or think 

something.  

 Next, we come to Donald Barthelme, the father of post modernism. Barthelme’s book 

that influenced me the most is a collection of short stories entitled, 40 Stories. I first encountered 

this book in a short story class right here at UNT, and it wasn’t long before one of his stories, 

“The Palace at 4 A.M.,” captured my attention. “Palace” is the story of Duncan, a donkey headed 

prince who has been rejected by his parents due to his unsightly appearance. On his way out of 

his kingdom, Duncan encounters a small creature who we later find out is a boggle. As far as I 

have been able to tell, a boggle is something entirely original and invented by Barthelme.   

 As far as the invention of boggles is concerned, I duplicate that phenomenon in my story, 

“The Moanscreamer.” In that particular story, I invent a cryptic, developmentally disabled youth 

which Harlin and co. interact with. Just as the donkey-headed prince repeatedly tries to figure out 

exactly what a boggle is, Harlin kidnaps the moanscreamer in an attempt to unlock the secret of 

his distorted attempts at communication. What is truly fascinating to me, mostly because I’ve 

only just figured it out in the course of writing this section, is that both the moanscreamer and the 

boggle are absent at the end of their respective stories. In some respects, they actually mirror 

each other.  

You loved him, he says, he is convinced of it, he still cannot believe it, he exists in a 
condition of doubt. You are both old; you are both forty. The palace at four a.m. is silent. 
Come back, Hannahbella, and speak to him. (62) 
 

Compare the ending of Barthelme’s story with that of my own.  

It isn’t real to me. The kid is gone, Chap and Todd are gone, and here I am in the same 
place I was when it all started. I have circumnavigated myself. I am sitting in my room 
waiting to here him again, but not even the faint whiff of moanscream remains. Honestly, 
if I hadn’t been there for it all, I’d say it never happened. Not a damn bit of it.  
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 Both stories create mysterious, magical being that their main characters or narrators 

spend a good deal of time trying to understand, and in both stories, the authors seemingly 

unwrite their stories through their conclusions. It’s as if both authors did not want their 

characters to find the answers they sought. In Barthelme’s case, his donkey-headed prince cannot 

believe that this magical creature once loved him. As far as my own story goes, I think my 

character may have either been looking for the wrong answers or looking in the wrong place.  

 For my next influence, let us move on to Denis Diderot and Jacques the Fatalist. 

Diderot’s novel was one of the first books in which I encountered metafiction or playing with the 

narrative form. Perhaps the most recognizable characteristic of Jacques is the fact that the reader 

is constantly interrupting the flow of the narration.  

-Where? 

-Where? 

Reader, your curiosity is extremely annoying. What the devil does it have to do with you? 
If I told you it was Pontoise or Saint-Germain or Loreto or Compostella, would you be 
any the wiser? If you insist I will tell you that they made their way towards…yes, why 
not?...towards a huge chateau, on whose façade were inscribed the words: ‘I belong to 
nobody and I belong to everybody. You were here before you entered and you will still 
be here after you have left.  

 -Did they go into this chateau? 

No, because either the inscription was a lie, or they were there before they went in. (37-
38) 

 In various stories from my collection, I will occasionally step out of the story I am 

writing to address the reader. I do this as a way of both reassuring myself that the reader is still 

there with me and reassuring the reader that I have not forgotten him or her. It’s something I do 

in the same manner as a father would stop and make sure that a child is still following behind 

him. I know I cannot actually stop and look back to see if the reader is still following, but for 

some reason it makes me feel better, and I hope it makes the readers feel like I actually care. 

Beyond the task of reassuring, these pauses are a way for me to gather myself after one of my 
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tangents or digressions and reinsert myself in the text on the same path I started on. It’s almost 

like looking at a map and trying to get my bearings. A good example of this is in my story, 

“Women I Loved, But Never Knew.” “So maybe you can understand how shocked I was when 

Doctor Greene’s cancer came back. And this is where my ladies come back into the story, and 

it’s about time because I have neglected them for too long.” At that point in the story, I had 

launched into a tirade that dealt with my own life and concerns and had completely dropped the 

women the story is titled for. My stepping out of my text was just a pretext for reinserting myself 

at the proper juncture.  

 Well, I guess that covers it. I could have probably gone on far longer than this, but that 

would just be depressing. The further I went on, the more I would realize that my stories aren’t 

really my own, but rather an unconscious reproduction of everything I have ever written. 

Hopefully, this has answered the questions I was supposed to answer and at the very least, shed 

some light on why I write the way I do. It’s just as Anne Dillard said, “Follow your own 

weirdness” (XII).   
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