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Let Me Tell You A Story…
I could mention any number of important events, formative
moments that forever closed off certain paths, while forcing me down
others. A family joke passed through the ages? (Plain Pickup?) A secret
punishment I inflicted upon myself, or the time I ran away from home
and sat in a tree, across the street, waiting to be noticed.
Weeding the flower beds? Jumping our bikes over home-made
ramps, perhaps? Moving to Cottage Grove? Visiting every other
weekend? There must be something I could dredge up from the
numerous memories that flood my mind constantly. Hundreds of ways
this particular story could turn out if only the author would let it.
There’s one in particular that stands out to me: I’m in the sixth grade,
and our school in Westfir has just gotten a whole slew of Apple II
computers. I’d just seen The Sword and the Stone in the not-too-distant
past. Thus, in my free time over the next several weeks, I not only
figured out how to use a computer, but learned to type well enough to
compose my own version of the Wizard’s Duel scene, featuring myself
and people I knew in the story. (Hey, I was young and didn’t know any
better. Still don’t, I guess.)
This could be the beginning of any story, really. The elements I’ve
included are specific enough, but seem disparate, and unrelated. A movie,
a computer, a small town in rural Oregon. Short Circuit? This could be
just about any narrative with corporate branding in the late ‘80’s. (Disney
& Apple becoming huge movers and shakers in the following years.)
Mayhaps a narrative about the trials and tribulations of small town life?
River’s Edge? Or a meditation on the joy and whimsy that can be found in
the imagination of a small boy. Goonies? You would probably like that
one, no doubt. I can see it now: lot’s of After School Special kinds of
moments, coupled with a tacked-on moral you can summarize in one
sentence.
Shit, I’d like that one, too.
From the curious perspective of here-and-now, an image of that child,
wide-eyed and confused, trying to figure out how to use a behemoth of a
machine, hammering away in spite of bullies and bad grades and divorce
and an overwhelming sense of miserific futility –all done to create a
parody of a real story for no ones benefit but my own – that, that image,
repeated infinitely through the years, reminds me of the search for The
Last Visible Dog as seen in the Bonzo Dog Food Label from The Mouse
And His Child, a recursive effort that

seems almost impossible, not only because there’s an infinite number of
dogs, but because the act of looking itself happens with alarming
regularity, too.
Is this really where it all began? Or is it as good a place as any?
Shortly thereafter, I began telling people I wanted to be a writer when
I grew up. To this day I’m still trying to figure that one out. I wasn’t
much of a reader, and I didn’t know anyone else in the profession. Aside
from that plagiarized school-text, it wasn’t something I took to, either.
Reading and writing was never easy for me, and while I have often been
described as Text-Heavy by my more considerate friends, what little
output I’ve managed to produce is a fraction of what I want or intend to
write.
I see every word composed in slow-motion; sentences take a lifetime
to arrange. I stare resolutely at the screen. What does it mean? My mind
reels as I look at the words and try to understand what I’ve written, why
what I see doesn’t make any sense in my head. It’s laborious & time
consuming. Hours later I give up, looking back on the nonsensical tripe
I’ve produced, wondering how it is I graduated from High School, or can
every carry on a conversation. Reading isn’t so bad; it may all look like
nonsense, but if you look at it long enough, you can figure it out. But
composition? Who the hell would want to spend every waking moment
doing this?
For years on end, even?
Every time I find myself hunched over a keyboard, I look back to the
time before, and the time before, and the time before, and it’s hard to
think that in my case, there really is a last Visible Image, one that sent a
shockwave through my life that I’m still feeling to this day. Why? To
impress a girl? To justify trying to learn how to use a computer? To help
ignore my own horrible visage? To give myself a hobby that was more
respectable than organizing my Comics?
There never seems to be an answer in real life; character motivation is
completely lost in a string of confused settings, half-compete dialog, and
a textual gimmick that permeates the entire narrative. (This time, it’s
reality that’s actually real!)
The truth is, a confluence of unrelated events produced that first 12
Year Old Boy moment, and you could Lit. Crit. that until the cows come
home, but it won’t make any more sense than it does to me. What can I
say? Even my own lack of comprehension persists in the texts I produce.
Perhaps it’s best to come to terms with the fact that,

for better or for worse, I’d rather destroy my sanity through prose, than
hang up the keyboard in favor of a happy and textless life. Wouldn’t we
all?
Between 1993 and 2003, I produced a large number of ‘zines, and
most of them contained the Earl’s Honest Truth when it came to the
events of my life. I never really decided to do that, but each time I sat
down to write something, those kinds of things came out. It’s seems
funny to me now: I would agonize, really buckle down and try to
produce some text despite how hard it was, and when I would be
finished, I would find this horrible anecdote about getting dumped and
how much I spanked it afterward. (The spelling and grammatical errors
that perforated it were just the icing on the cake.)
I would try again, and this time it would be a description of some
embarrassing time I went record shopping and looked like an asshole in
front of the coolest girls in town. Strike three would involve some fiasco
at work, where I would claim innocence despite the subtext indicating
otherwise. My idea of communication, apparently, was to bear my soul
like some sort of cartographic legend, with clues left for anyone who
wanted to read it, blazing a trail of poorly constructed anecdotes and
half-realized essays as a drunken guide.
This did me no end of good when trying to make friends or secure
dates.
I started taking classes at PSU in 2004 in the hopes I could find some
kind of focus, and in many ways abandoned the life I had beforehand in
favor of eating out of campus food carts, working extremely surreal
campus stipend jobs, and dealing with a whole new set of neuroses that
blindsided me without warning. Clumsy attempts at making more ‘zines
went nowhere. My heart didn’t seem to be in it anymore; or rather, it
wanted to be more than anything, but when you have to spend all week
in class, reading and writing all day long, it’s hard to want to sit down in
front of that same computer again and start… reading and writing.
Again. All night long.
So. No new ‘zines for a while. Now what?
As an English Major, you inevitably begin a school career that
revolves around writing, and it was fairly easy to tack a Writing Minor
onto my degree without having to increase the workload very much.
Suddenly, amongst the Theory & Rhetoric classes were a few fiction
writing courses, too. It was nice to sit down after plowing through a
whole shitload of Thomas DeQuincey, only to find that my next

assignment was a short flashback piece, or to compose a page of setting.
Quite relaxing, by comparison.
As the years progressed, it was easier to find time for leisure writing
projects like this, and unlike my ‘zine output, fictional stories seemed less
exhausting. No longer being a main character in my own stories seemed
to free me from some of the anxiety that came with writing. At the end
of the day, the ineptness of the text didn’t stem from my own ineptness
as a person, but rather the story I’d written had its own deficiencies that
were separate and different from my own. This seemed somewhat easier
to bear, at first.
Once I had a few Good Pieces under my belt, I resolved that my next
‘zine would be a collection of similar stories. My first fiction collection.
The statement of intent was made loud, and clear, to anyone who would
listen: this time, I wouldn’t write about myself. I smiled at the idea. This
time, no one would read about my embarrassing break-ups, or some odd
habit I’m embarrassed by. Ah, to hide behind unreality, in the form of
words on the page! Solid.
It took me a while to produce enough stories, and then longer to
revise them, and even longer to assemble them into the form you are
reading now, at this very moment, on the page in front of you.
And in doing edits and layouts, I noticed that these stories all read
like strange parodies of my previous ‘zines. All the break-ups, record
references, terrible jobs, looking like a jerk… even the masturbation. It’s
all here, but put through some kind of Seusian machine that makes
everything look almost, but not quite, entirely unlike my writing.
I’d managed to produce almost 100 pages of fictional writing that
read more like my journal than my own journal does. 20 years later, I’m
still writing parodies of something I love, and I still managed to squeeze
myself in as a main character.
And – let’s be honest here, now – it really wasn’t any less painful, this
time, either.
Oh well. Maybe we can just call this one a self-winding dry run. I’m
sure the next time I sit down in front of a computer, the results will be
different.
Surely.
– Austin Rich (Summer, 2008)
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Looking In a Mirror
I was sitting in my apartment trying to get some writing done by
thinking about failed relationships, drinking heavily and listening to The
Wipers, when I received a call from my friend Josh, who unexpectedly
had the evening free from work. This is a pretty rare occurrence, and we
like to take advantage of such opportunities by tying one on at any
number of local watering holes.
He suggested we make a b-line for The Sandy Hut, a place where the
cheap drink specials are only comparable in quality to the dingy décor or
the disreputable regulars (which, apparently, included us). Josh suggested
we call a few folks to increase our numbers, and then said, “Check it out:
I managed to get Austin to come out tonight, too.”
This was interesting. Josh had been talking about this guy for quite
some time, and yet we’d always managed to miss each other at parties
and gatherings. It had become a running joke, even:
“When are you showing up?”
“Just after Austin leaves.”
I had never met anyone else with my own name, and from the
sounds of it he would be a pretty interesting cat to meet. Stories about
him were pretty preposterous, and it seemed that, unlike the kinds of
evenings Josh and I shared, a night out with this Austin involved getting
into brawls, high-powered drugs, and strippers.
Josh insisted I would appreciate Austin’s company nonetheless, and
that we had a similar sense of humor. He hung up, and I quickly
polished off a bottle of wine I’d been working on. I hammered out
another two sentences futilely, and then threw on my coat to brave the
wind and rain that lay between my apartment and the bar.
When I arrived and saw Josh & his friends, my jaw literally hit the
floor. There, sitting at the table, was someone who looked exactly like
me.
Or rather, it was me; I saw myself sitting there with everyone else,
looking just as confused and flummoxed as I already was. The table
froze. Everyone stared in disbelief. Josh, whose sense of humor was
always a little peculiar, giggled with that laugh that always pissed me off,
which generally followed an offensive (or racist) Joke. As if to mock me
further, the me already at the table looked annoyed with Josh, too.
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Slowly everyone began to chatter away. I went straight to the bar to
get a drink from Diane, who also giggled despite my increasing frown. I
found a place to sit and stared at my doppelganger. While he was
dressed different, his clothes were out of my wardrobe, though I had to
admit he wore my favorite green polo shirt a little better than I did.
Dammit.
His haircut – not the same as the one I was currently sporting –
nonetheless looked like one of the many cuts I cycle through when I’m
feeling lazy. Only he managed to pull it off successfully.
Occasionally he would glance at me, at which point I would stare at a
girl sitting behind him, just over his shoulder. But eventually my gaze
would return to this person who looked just like me.
Anger slowly began to boil forth.
When he got up to go to the bathroom, I seized the opportunity to
talk to Josh. I made several efforts to get him to tell me what was going
on, but to no avail.
He laughed, and said, “I’ve been waiting to get you two together for
years. I thought you’d get a kick out of him.” After a quick swing from
his beer, he added, “I’ve known him about as long as I’ve known you.”
“And?” I asked, pointedly.
“Look, I don’t know what you want me to say. So he’s you? Big deal.
Not much you can do about it unless you plan on killing him. Just relax
and have a drink. You don’t see anyone else freaking out.”
As was sometimes the case, Josh had a point; everyone I knew
seemed nonplussed by the existence of my Carbon Copy, be it a slightly
more attractive and extroverted version thereof. They laughed at his
jokes, jokes that I had told before without so much as a sympathy chortle.
He seemed to have just gotten paid, too, because he bought several
rounds for everyone, while I sat there nursing a Pabst until he kindly
bought me a shot of bourbon to go with it.
“I know it’s your favorite,” he said with a wink, at which the entire
table erupted.
I glared at him, and on the pretext I was about to peruse the jukebox,
motioned to leave. However, my twin announced that he’d already
pumped it full of quarters, and was confident that I would be Stoked on
the songs he’d picked. This encouraged another round of laughter.
I got up anyway and hid out in the bathroom for a while. Afterward,
I sat at the bar and sullenly watched as he made huge,
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sweeping gestures to go along with his stories, all of which I knew were
mine.
I counted my laundry money and managed to put together enough
change for another beer, and returned to the table just in time to see him
head over to the bar, where he began chatting up a girl who was waiting
for a drink. I’d seen her hundreds of times before, but never managed to
talk to her.
She had red dyed hair and visible tattoos, with thick glasses and
several, carefully stitched patches on her bag. They talked for a few
minutes before he bought her a drink, and before long she invited him
back to her table to meet a couple of her friends, all cut from similarly
sexy cloth.
Josh tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Look at him go. You’ve
both been eying that girls for months, dude.”
Chris looked over after hearing this comment, and turned back.
“Way to go, man!” He offered me a high five, but I ignored it.
“Fuck, it does me no good. That’s not me!” I said.
“Well, maybe it should be,” offered Josh.
This brought a new round of laughter to the table.
After they exchanged numbers, the girls left. I noticed he polished
off his drink, then walked back over and suggested that we, “hit another
bar.”
“This place is getting a little dull. I’m feeling like I need something a
little more… exciting,” he said.
Josh agreed, and they both laughed at an inside joke I was not privy
to. They asked if I wanted to join in on the fun, but I quietly declined.
He stuck his hand out and said, “Well, it was nice to finally meet you.”
Josh suppressed a giggle. “We should get together sometime.”
I looked at him a little angrily, and said, “Sure. I’ll give you a ring.
What’s your number?” He laughed, looked Josh in the eyes, and together
they said in unison, “Son, you’re all right!”
“Let’s blow,” he added, and I watched as they left the bar, slapping
each other on their backs as they did. I lit a cigarette, finished off my
beer, then left.
I thought about all the nights they must have spent together, drinking,
partying, getting into trouble. I wondered if Josh liked him better than
me. I wondered what parties happened that he got invited to, while I had
spent the night at home, alone, reading Comics. What was his apartment
like? Had we dated the same girls, worked at
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the same jobs, lived in the same buildings, even?
A destructive streak began to well up in me, and as I kicked rocks
and street signs on the way home. I tried to imagine his face in place of
all the people who’d fucked me over, who bought the last copy of every
record I was looking for, who was The Other Man with all the girls I was
interested in, and even that he was somehow responsible for Harriet
firing me from the bookstore, or Brandon & the others chasing me out
of the radio station when I worked there.
I was exhausted when I got home. I vowed to avoid him at all costs
in the future, and then tried to sit myself back down in an effort to get
more work down.
I’ve never been able to drink a bottle of wine fast enough, before or
since.

“What A Drag”
photo by Eric Danko & Austin Rich
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Rejuvenation
I had just returned from a late lunch when my secretary informed me
there was a walk-in client that wanted to be seen. As the medical
practitioner for a small family-oriented clinic, it was a relief to deal with
something outside of birth control, infected piercings, and paranoid
mothers with spare-time and access to WebMD. I crossed my fingers
and prayed for something life-threatening, but a voice inside me
announced that there was probably no such hope.
I glanced at the information he had carefully filled out on our intake
form, while I let him shuffle around in the smaller of my examination
rooms. There was hardly anything useful I could glean from this
document: he was Suffering from Unspecified Injuries that were not
work-related (his underline). He was single, in his late twenties, and
worked for Benchmark Construction, who would no-doubt, cover his
insurance costs once all was said and done. (In these cases, almost
everything is work-related.)
Brown hair, green eyes, 6’ 2”, 220 lbs., born in Redding, California.
His handwriting maintained legibility due only to the fact that every word
was printed, and at an extremely slow pace. I sighed. This guy was no
more in danger of dying than I was of winning the lottery. I could
already see his eyes, sunken behind a unibrow, searching intently for
answers to tough questions like, “Are your bowel movements regular?”
Is this what my life had been reduced to? Talking about poop with
complete strangers, cupping their balls while I think about my bills?
I served no real function in this town, and years of failed dating and a
rapidly diminishing group of single friends was adding emphasis to that
point. I was easily replaceable, and anyone could prescribe band-aids and
birth control so long as the smile is wide enough and the attitude positive
enough. I’d become a faceless cog in the Community Machine, lost in a
sea of mundanity and averageness, stuck filling the role of medical
practitioner for a bunch of Yahoos who are shocked to hear that healthy
eating and seeing a dentist regularly is probably a good idea.
The strippers at Muff’s are more demanding of me than this town; at
least they want you to feel important before they take off their clothes
and let you poke and prod.
Fucking hell. I could drop off the planet tomorrow and there’d
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be some Golf Nut in my place, working in his yard on the weekends and
helping the neighbor kid learn to ride his bike. What could I offer? A
guide to disreputable bars? Pamphlets on how to get rid of scabies? I
sighed and put on a fake smile. I imagined this is how talk show hosts
feel after a few years on the air.
As I entered the examination room I saw him pacing. He quickly
froze, made eye contact, and sat down on the small, paper-covered
medical table. There followed the usual introductions and nervous,
alpha-male sizing-up. His body language was typical: scratching while we
talked, adjusting his clothes uncomfortably. He was still wearing his
work-gloves, even. So damn typical.
More likely than not, he was afraid of doctors, a supposition that was
reinforced as I began questioning him. His answers were curt, and his
tone was extremely guarded. He had no interest in even discussing his
missing earlobe, and went so far as to turn his head when I leaned in for
a closer look. Based on his attitude alone I learned more than any
number of correctly answered questions would have told me. Of course,
anyone could have figured that out.
I took a medical gown wrapped in plastic out of one of my cabinets,
and asked him to undress. I left the room and sighed heavily; to pass the
time, I composed a shopping list for the grocery store I would stop at
after work. He was so predictable that being a new patient was barely
enough to hold my attention.
He probably picked up a Social Disease, contracted during some
marathon evening of entertainment with his buddies in Vegas. (Probably
when they’d run low on funds, and had to rely on the less reputable
women that worked off the main drag.) Newly Hazed Freshmen at Med
School could figure this one out, even after a week of keggers and severe
marijuana use. I shook my head.
For some reason it all reminded me of my last girlfriend; maybe she
would want to ball later? We were broken up, but I knew she wasn’t
seeing anyone, and who was I to be picky? I let a few minutes pass and
re-entered the room mentally adding KY to the grocery list.
What, exactly, I noticed first about the patient I can’t remember
anymore. The moment is frozen in my memory so perfectly that I can
see every detail all at once, even things I couldn’t have known about until
much later. I could have seen the look of embarrassment on his face,
which only worsened as my own mimicked his. It could have been the
carefully folded clothes, which sat on the small chair next to the table and
seemed odd based on what I knew of him. But
6

in my memory, even these details were small compared to the Holes that
dramatically stood out on his body.
I use the word Holes for lack of better terminology, since there is no
way to effectively describe them without seeing them first. Nonetheless:
in his arms and legs (and, as I discovered upon closer inspection, his
torso too) were perfectly formed Holes. Strangely, his skin did not show
any signs of having been punctured; rather than the usual scar tissue such
an injury would leave behind, his flesh was smooth, as if it had grown that
way his entire life. Any Wound would leave a mark of some kind, if it
didn’t destroy the limb or kill the patient immediately.
But he seemed more or less unaffected. None of the Holes impeded
his ability to move; he wasn’t in pain or shock either. More than
anything, he was just embarrassed.
After several minutes of asking him to lift this and move that, I could
only guess that his body had formed around these Holes, rather than
their being caused by some sort of injury or catalyst.
No two were the same size. One went to a depth of two inches, just
below his ribcage, while another at his shoulder went clean through his
entire body. In his right forearm, a half-spherical divot of flesh was
missing. His left hand was short a finger, with concave flesh where the
digit met his palm. Though I could not see it during the cursory
examination, he later pointed out a Hole entirely contained within his calf;
slight pressure allowed you to feel a bubble of air beneath the skin.
A moment passed. I was completely speechless, having never seen
anything like it before. The look of horror on his face quickly changed to
anger.
“Well, if you’re not going to do anything, just leave so I can get
dressed!” he spat.
Immediately I leaped into action, measuring the Holes as my mind
raced to wrap itself around what it was, exactly, investigating.
Probing the Holes did not cause him to wince or report any sensation.
They were just as they appeared: empty space where most people have
uninterrupted flesh. Trying to get a case history was no more helpful: at
first he avoided questions entirely, offering up things like how much he
smoked, that he was an occasional drinker, and, after changing his tone
slightly, that he was Extremely Sexually Active. But after a few minutes
of this kind of conversation, he began to open up.
He had Suffered from the condition for nearly a year, having noticed
it one morning in the shower. (I was suddenly struck by the image of
this man, pawing his own body in a feeble attempt to clean himself with a
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hangover, discovering what those teachers in Jr. High tried to warn him
about the day the boys and girls were separated. The image was uncanny.)
Apparently it never affects his head, save his hair, ears and nose. He
even claimed that the Holes move around, though during my observation
I could find no sign of this symptom. He said he had never seen a
physician, and never tried to treat it on his own. He even claimed that
he’d never seen a doctor since birth, and recovered from other illnesses
in a matter of days.
When I asked him why he’d finally come to see me, he said, “Well, I
need to do something, don’t you think?!”
I nodded, but I couldn’t tell you why.
For a small practice that is used to dealing with skinned knees and
simple prescriptions, I was dumbfounded. On the whole, there was little
I could do to help him; without some sort of injury or disease to diagnose
and treat, the best I could do was gawk.
Flustered, I broke my own composure and blurted, “So, what exactly
do you think I can do?”
His face contracted slightly, and water began to well up in his eyes. It
dawned on me that he was seeing me only because he thought it could be
taken care of, that with treatment the Holes would go away. There was
no need to see a doctor before because his own ability to rationalize the
unusual had convinced him he was fine. More than anything, he just
needed reassurance to make it through the day.
As a grown man sat, naked, crying in front of me, I knew I was the
only person who could possibly help him.
In medicine, there are skills that are essential to your ability to treat
patients, and none of them are taught in school. There are times when
you must sound as if you know what you’re doing, and other times when
you need to deliver bad news without upsetting anyone. Sometimes you
need to talk down hysterical patients, and other times a well-placed joke
can earn the trust of someone who is otherwise terrified. You can
guarantee that any doctor who has not mastered these skills is just as
dangerous to your health as a drunken gorilla in the operating room.
Like any useful skill, it has more to do with practice than anything you
could learn in a book.
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Fortunately for me, it was the only thing I’d done since I graduated.
I immediately Explained what he was Suffering from, pulling medical
lingo and terminology out of my ass. Since he was not in pain, it was
clear we had Plenty of Time to treat him before any Long-Term Effects
would set in. I mentioned that there were (undoubtedly) Other Cases,
and given a chance to look into the particulars, I could Easily Find some
options for his particular treatment. I even offered that, with any luck,
he could be rid of any physical signs of the Holes in No Time At All.
Never had I lied so vehemently to a person I wasn’t dating or related
to.
We set up a weekly appointment to meet and treat the Holes.
Monday mornings, just before my secretary arrived, seemed best for both
of us. He asked that I not keep any permanent files, on the off chance
that my secretary would stumble across them; we argued about this for
some time. He was convinced she would find out, no matter how well I
thought I could hide it. And, to an extent, he had a point; she was very
nosy.
Finally, we came to an agreement: I would keep a file for billing
purposes that said he was being treated for eczema, and he would keep
any actual medical documentation I might create during the treatments.
Given that I could not cite precedent to strengthen my case, I had to
settle for what he wanted. Fortunately, it worked to my benefit; letting
him win on this small point gave him a sense of power that was
otherwise absent in our dynamic, which helped him tremendously.
After that, it was much easier to agree that I would not mention the
case to any of my Colleagues. While I initially felt that this would be a
huge detriment to my ability to do anything for him (not even accounting
for my own belief that anything could even be done in the first place), I
eventually agreed that there was wisdom in the course of action.
Let me posit the following scenario: imagine if I were to mention that
I was treating a man with perfectly circular Holes in his body. Without
evidence, no one would believe me. While it severely hindered my ability
to do research, it seemed best for everyone concerned. Even a small
clinic like this operates on credibility, and his money alone wasn’t enough
to keep my office stocked irritating fluorescent bulbs, let alone pay the
rent. The last thing I needed was
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a reputation as a Quack.
In less than the time it takes to administer flu vaccinations, we had
worked out the details of our future relationship. He quickly paid my
secretary on his way out, and before long was in his truck, driving to who
knows where. I absently puttered around the office for a bit longer, and
finally came up with a bullshit excuse to leave early before I accidently
said anything.
The excitement of this new patient thrilled me, and I drove around
for a good half-hour before finally stopping in at a bar for a quick drink
before dinner. I wound up eating there, too, and managed to argue with
both the bartender and an apparent regular about who starred in The
Color of Money, just after we watched two young bucks pose over a pool
table with cigarettes, pints, cue sticks and some young women.
When I got home I got undressed and examined my own body
completely, from top to bottom. I made sure to touch every surface, and
in some cases used a mirror to make sure things were still where I
thought they should be. I couldn’t find anything wrong, no matter how
hard I looked, no matter how much I wanted to.
I finally jerked off in the sink, and came harder than I have in quite
some time, my vision temporarily lapsing into euphoric darkness. My
mind, afloat in emptiness, divorced from its physical plane, alone, unique,
and suddenly full of purpose.
Later I passed out on my bed while watching TV. I hadn’t slept that
soundly in months.

“I Am The Snake Head Eating The Head On The Opposite Side.”
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To Be Concerned Is Good1
On August 22nd I began my job at The Zoo, where I worked until I
resigned a few years later. I remember getting the job quite well: I was
standing in my kitchen preparing dinner when I heard the phone. I
answered on the second ring and said, “Hello?”
I’d been waiting for the call all day, and I was almost on the edge of
irritability. My girlfriend Crystal came out of the bedroom and craned
her neck around the corner of the kitchen doorway, and I could see her
hazel eyes appear to roll down the frame of her librarian glasses. Time
hung immobile for a brief moment, as if everything was pinched back in
an effort to delay whatever lay on the other end of the line. My free hand
crossed its fingers.
“Hello, my name is Shannon, I’m Mark Green’s secretary,” said the
voice on the other end. I could tell by her tone that she’d made so many
calls like this that the words were now meaningless to her. “I’m looking
for Ryan Quick.”
“Speaking.” I said confidently, even if I knew she wouldn’t care.
“Mr. Green would like to see you as soon as possible,” she said
quickly, and before giving herself a chance to breath, “Are you free
tomorrow morning at seven?”
Of course I was, but instead I said, “Hold on, let me check.” I put
my hand over the mouthpiece and rolled my eyes at Crystal. She
wrinkled her forehead from the kitchen doorway. I silently counted to
ten, then removed my hand.
“Yeah, I can be at his office at seven. I – ”
“Excellent,” she said. “Mr. Green looks forward to seeing you again.”
Then there was an abrupt click.
Later, after I was officially hired, I made several attempts at locating
Shannon, but could never find a listing for her in any of the employee
records.
I had interviewed with Mr. Green a week previous, and he told me
then that he would contact me to either Let Me Down Gently or to
Schedule A Follow-Up. While I did not think of myself as a sure thing, I
felt pretty confident that my degree – coupled with a few letters of
recommendation – would guarantee me success past the first couple
interviews. Crystal and I had already discussed the matter
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pretty thoroughly by the time the call came, and to be on the safe side,
I’d already sent out more resumes.
I already had a lot of experience working with animals; as an
Undergrad I’d interned for one of my Professors – Chuck Klosterman –
who studied nymphs2 and sprites3 for a living. My job there had
consisted of cleaning the cages, feedings, and thwarting escape attempts,
so working at a Zoo seemed like a good fit.
I have always cared for animals in some capacity, and people regularly
commented how I would make a good Vet Tech. But my old school was
also hiring for a part-time Lab Assistant, and I’d already agreed to meet
with my Thesis Adviser in the event that they were inclined to arrange
the nuanced bureaucratic dance that would make the Department Heads
interested in keeping a student around for another term, but with the
distribution of wealth reversed. Personally, so long as I got to work with
animals, I would be happy to work anywhere; even if The Zoo didn’t
come through, I could play the role of Potential Employee.
I picked out some nice slacks and a dress shirt, and prepped a to-go
breakfast I could eat on the train.
When I arrived at Mr. Green’s office, he frowned before he said
anything. He looked at me as if he was upset that I hadn’t Begged or
Rolled Over properly, and the amount of the check he’d written to the
Kennel was now flashing in front of his eyes. I looked around, conscious
of a visible stain I might have missed on my jacket or a piece of TP that
might be trailing behind on my shoe.
Mr. Green cocked his head of blond hair to the left. “Didn’t I go
over this with you?”
My eyes darted to follow his head, then returned to his pointed nose.
“Excuse me?”
“Those pants will never do!” he said. “From now on you’ll need to
stick to the dress code.” He held out his rail-thin arms in a gesture that
failed to communicate anything useful, in spite of his best efforts. Was I
to leave and come in again? Or perhaps take a seat? He could have been
indicating that his own clothes were an example of the dress code, but
the casual dress of the employees I’d seen on my way
in didn’t look a thing like him.
A khaki short-sleeve shirt adorned his top, with The Zoo’s overdesigned logo on one breast and the words “Mr. Green” on the other. A
black belt wrapped around his thin waist, and met a pair of long shorts.
Between his knobby knees and hiking boots, a tangle of
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brownish hair grew like ivy overtaking a large building. He looked like a
bespectacled and diminished Crocodile Hunter.
“Dress code?” I asked.
Mr. Green paced across the office to his file cabinet, inside which he
dug around through the seed packets, vials of liquid, paper clips, and
rubber stamps. “So, what did you have in mind with regards to the
reorganization?” He looked back over his shoulder at me and motioned
with his eyes to a desk, which I inferred was meant to indicate one of the
many open files on its cluttered top. “I was hoping we could integrate a
new system of shifts that would put keepers in The Zoo earlier, to
coincide with the new Feeding Schedule we’re getting from The
Whitecoats back east.”
I shifted my weight to my right foot and released one of the buttons
on my jacket. “Well, I have a few ideas about that, but I need to get your
input on something first,” I said.
“Shoot.”
“Have I got the job?”
Mr. Green looked up from his cabinet, absently holding an authentic
1980’s Swatch Watch, as if it were a dead fish. “Hurm?”
I sighed. “Let’s start again: I’m Mr. Quick.”
Mr. Green sat down at the desk and pulled his chair in tightly.
“Hello, my name is Mark.” He nodded, and picked up a notepad. He
looked at it as if he were surprised to find what was written on it.
“Your secretary called me about last week’s interview. I’m here for
the follow-up,” I said. I felt like that would have been enough to get the
ball rolling.
Mr. Green sat silently, staring at his notepad, then suddenly looked
up. He did a double take and rolled his eyes.
“You thought this was a second interview?”
“Yes,” I said, relieved.
“I see.” Mr. Green tapped his pen on his desk. “Well, ah.” He
looked up at the ceiling briefly. “What’s your favorite animal?”
“Favorite animal?” I asked
He squinted and cocked his head again. “Too hard?”
“No. It’s just, what does that have to do with anything?”
Mr. Green put his hands on his desk, pushed his chair back, and
propped himself up suddenly. “It has to do with whether or not I want
to work with you!”
“In that case, pigs!” I exclaimed. I was clearly out of my depth.
“Good.” Mr. Green sat down. He made a little tick on the pad
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of paper with his pen. “Now, let’s see.” He peered at the pad of paper,
as if he were trying to make out his own words. Finally the confusion in
his eyes vanished, and he looked back at me. “Would you like to work
for us?”
Exasperated, I said, “Uh, Maybe?”
“Excellent!” He made another tick on the pad of paper and put the
pen down. “Then let’s get to it, shall we?”
I immediately began working as Mr. Green’s Administrative Assistant,
which was neither the job I interviewed for, nor the job I performed
while I worked for the Zoo. (I applied for the position of Zookeeper
Coordinator” but I never met anyone else who had ever held such a
position before or after me.) I worked in the basement of the main
building, and shared an office with The Break Room.
Next to My Office was an unlabeled and locked room the secretaries
referred to as Deep Storage, the keys to which (according to staff legend)
had been lost several years before I was hired. Every day I arrived at 7,
well before the clerks and accountants, and used my years of education
and training to make Instant Coffee for the entire building.
Kelly (one of Mr. Green’s Secretaries) was quick to point out that this
was my #1 priority when I arrived in the morning, and as I soon found
out, fighting this issue with her was almost as difficult as it was to avoid
the gaze of the staff as they would silently stare at me from the empty
coffee maker. Rather than attempting a more-than-likely endless shuffle
of memos and buck-passing to sort out who’s job it was, I decided
instead to adhere to the letter of the law as Kelly would have it, even if
the spirit of it came from a hidden thermos that only I drank from,
containing home-made Kona coffee Crystal was kind enough to buy for
me as a gift when I was hired.
Initially I made it my goal to determine what, exactly, my real job
entailed, but this eventually proved impossible. For the first week, I
waited for Mr. Green to show up to train me, but aside from the day of
my Follow-Up Interview, he never managed to arrive at The Zoo before
noon. After checking my e-mail and cleaning my office for five days in a
row, I eventually build up the nerve to ask him if he would prefer I
showed up later in the day, closer to when he arrived, so I could start
working with him. He instantly scoffed.
“Son, would you feel comfortable leaving these little turtles and
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chimeras4 all alone, knowing there wasn’t anybody here to keep watch
while you were out ‘n’ about?” he asked as we walked to The Penguin
House. His pronunciation of chimera was intentionally bastardized – kymare-ah – betraying any actual nationality Mr. Green might have
otherwise cultivated in his accent.
“Isn’t that what the security is for?” I offered.
“Pfft! Security? What good are they? Buncha beefy pansy homos
who use violence to solve problems, and have nothing better to do than
blindly follow orders. What good are they?”
He stopped walking suddenly, just in front of The Bonobo Exhibit.
“Hold on a second.” As I followed his gaze, I noticed that he was
intently watching a pair of chimps who were mating with vim and vigor,
both panting heavily. As the sound grew louder, it attracted more and
more attention from the staff and patrons, as well as Mr. Green. He put
his hand slowly on my shoulder, but his gaze was otherwise fixed.
Without turning, he said, “Son, when people come to The Zoo, they
don’t come for the stale popcorn, they don’t come for the train tour, they
don’t even come to gossip about that new manatee with that cute fat-girlname, Claire, in spite of what the local papers may think.” Pant pant pant.
“Uhm…” I said, cautiously. Pant pant pant.
“They come, again and again, for the pure joy of the experience of
The Zoo itself!” His hand had not moved a centimeter, nor had his eyes.
Pant pant pant.
He lowered his voice. “And with all those people coming in and out,
all the time, whose responsibility is it to make it worth their time?”
“Uhm…” Flop-sweat poured down my shirt. Pant pant pant.
“I’ll tell ya who.” The noise was almost unbearable, and Mr. Green’s
grip tightened. As soon as I thought the sound was too much, the
chimps let out an exaggerated ungh!, just as Mr. Green said: “Us!”
As the chimps began to catch their breath, Mr. Green’s lingering grip
began to slowly release. He bent over and picked up a crumpled and
dripping ice cream wrapper from the ground. “It’s the same as it is
everywhere in this goddamned world: we provide the fun, and then have
to clean up the mess afterward. Disgusting.” A few milky drops fell on
the tip of my right shoe as Mr. Green motioned wildly with the wrapper.
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“I see,” I said. As horrified patrons began to disperse, I noticed the
other Keepers laughing, as if they’d just heard a joke they knew all to well.
My eyes locked onto the drop of white on my shoe below.
“So, you see why I need you here?” Mr. Green asked. “Dammit,
look at me when I talk to you, son!” He slapped my left shoulder.
I looked up and said, “Uh, to make it worth the patron’s time?”
Mr. Green cocked his head, and frowned. “Have you heard anything
I said?”
My eyes returned to the stain.
“You’re my eyes and ears, boy! I need you to keep watch over this
place when I’m not here! I need you to fill me in on anything I miss,” he
said, pressing on toward The Penguin House. “How am I supposed to
know what needs to be cleaned up if you don’t report it to me
immediately?”
I glanced over my shoulder at the receding Bonobo Exhibit in the
distance. One chimp began smearing his feces on the bars, while his
friend next to him began to stoke himself quickly.
Mr. Green continued, “A lot goes on here, and I need you to keep an
eye on it all.” He stopped short of the door and adjusted his crotch
before turning toward me. “Don’t let anything escape your gaze!” he
said, thumping my shouldn’t with each word as he said it. “Now, I’ll need
you to get a club and a large rucksack. There appears to be an infestation
of gnomes5 in The Penguin House.”
It took three other Keepers (and myself) the next two hours to round
up and kill all the gnomes (two hours, that is, once Mr. Green left and
could no longer slow us down with his Helpful Advice). Most of the
gnomes were too wild to risk getting out into the city, and the remainders
would hardly fetch a worthy price, even on The Black Market. When I
later returned to my desk, I looked for anything that might resemble an
actual Job Description.
Before going home after work, I stopped in at a bar and played the
Electronic Match Game where you compare two pictures of mostly
naked women and spot the differences in their exposed flesh. I played
until I ran out of quarters, as customers walked past and started at me
with wide eyes. Part of me wondered how it was possible they’d never
seen something so docile, pathetic & sad before.
Instead of bothering with something as simple as training, over the
first month Mr. Green revealed my job duties to me one at a time,
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by chewing me out when I Forgot to do one of them.
The first time he yelled at me, I’d Forgotten to place the feeding
orders for the lions, which is apparently the only order that is not
handled with the rest of the animal food. On the same day I learned that
The Children’s Petting Zoo Events were my responsibility to organize, I
also discovered that it was my job to clean and maintain the bunyip6 tank
& cage as well.
Each time I would Forget to do something from the list of
innumerable tasks I was responsible for, Mr. Green would begin his
tirade against my incompetence, until it was pointed out to him that he
had not yet told me to do the task in the first place. This would always
result in a similar exchange, performed by each of us in a monotone
pantomime of the time previous:
Mr. Green: (Distractedly looking at his watch) “How many times
do I have to tell you to fix the Veeblefetzer*?
Ryan: (Patiently trying to solve a Sudoku Puzzle) “Mr. Green?”
Mr. Green: (Thumbing his way through a message on his cell
phone) “It’s not that hard, Ryan. All your predecessors could
handle it.”
Ryan: (Scanning the Yahoo! News Headlines) “If you would just
listen – ”
Mr. Green: (Jingling the change in his pockets while looking at
the ceiling) “A lot of people would be happy to have your job,
you know.”
Ryan: (Holding my temples with the slightest amount of pressure)
“If only I knew what that job was!”
Mr. Green: (Suddenly jogged back into the land of the living)
“Wait… did I forget to tell you about that?”
Round and round, back and forth. Crystal used to chide me about
my own memory, and that for all the biology minutia I could keep in my
head, I was inversely capable of remembering what we’d eaten for dinner
yesterday. Karma had managed to deliver the perfect revenge to me in
the form of Mr. Green.
*

Where “Veeblefetzer” can be replaced with any number of things that Mr.
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Heroic efforts aside, I could never manage to get him to explain
everything to me. So much of my job made so little sense, and being
ambushed regularly by a man who can’t even remember what day it is,
angrily accusing me of not doing things I was never told about in the first
place, only made things worse. To add insult to injury, these verbal
lacerations always occurred when the largest numbers of staff were
present in The Break Room, gorging themselves on a box of Krispy
Kreme that Mr. Green had suspiciously placed on The Break Room table
only minutes beforehand.
In order to maintain my sanity, I began to document every aspect of
my job, creating bullet-point lists for my many duties. I eventually came
to terms with the idea that Mr. Green would most likely never change,
and that in the here and now I would have to suffer the slings and arrows
of his eccentricities. But for the sake of my successors, I began to martyr
myself on a legal pad of paper I kept in my desk, coupled with a threering binder full of Organized Sins.
About three months after I was hired, Mr. Green came down to the
basement and poured himself a cup of Instant Coffee.
“Ahh, there you are Ryan. I was wondering why I never have any
messages?”
Nevermind that he would see me in my office once a day, saying,
“Ahh, there you are Ryan,” as if he were surprised to find me there each
and every time. Nevermind that he had a brace of personal secretaries, in
addition to myself. Nevermind that I don’t even have my own phone
line yet, despite the bi-weekly promises that it would be installed Next
Week.
“Messages?” I asked.
“Phone messages, yes.” He stirred some powdered creamer from
1997 into his coffee. “I asked you to check them for me.”
I reached for my legal pad. “Did you.”
Mr. Green stopped stirring his coffee and looked at me over his
glasses. “Now, Ryan, there’s no need for that kind of attitude.” He
sighed and glanced around The Break Room. “Maybe you need another
motivational poster?”
“No, Mr. Green. Messages. Phone messages. You want me to
check them for you.” My stomach turned at the thought as I added it to
my list.
He picked up his coffee and began to ascend the stairs. “I’m glad we
had this chat.”
After a cigarette break spent gossiping with The Keepers, I set
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out to check Mr. Green’s messages. I went up to his office, hoping that
someone could help me out. Two of his secretaries were on A Break,
but the third – a cute redhead named Tiffany – informed me that none of
them even know the number to his office phone.
“To my knowledge, he never managed to figure out how to use it,”
she said sweetly.
I expected as much, but refused to leave empty handed. “Well, is
there any chance you can show me?”
She winked and smiled. “Sure.”
Tiffany patiently walked me through their system, then handed me a
xeroxed pamphlet containing the same.
After clearing my throat in a way I thought would be much quieter
than it turned out, I said, “Thanks. This’ll help when I finally get my
office phone.”
Tiffany laughed, and my legs turned to butter. “You mean he forgot
to get the phone line installed? He was supposed to do that the week
before we interviewed you!” Tears almost welled up in my eyes; she was
amazing.
Together, Tiffany and I called the phone company and arranged for a
technician to handle it. A slight pang of guilt hit me each time we
accidentally touched hands, or both started talking at the same time.
She smiled, and said, “Don’t worry, you’re doing great. He’s like this
to everyone.” I glanced over at her enormous desk, and noticed that she
had a computer at least two years newer than mine, but I just couldn’t
find the energy to be mad about it.
“Come back if you ever need anything!” she said as she arched her
eyebrows, and I felt my pants tighten suddenly.
“Ah, thanks. Can I use your phone?”
After surreptitiously arranging a much-needed nooner with Crystal, I
decided I’d accomplished a full day’s worth of work, and left as soon as
possible.
The phone line was installed a week later, and that afternoon I
casually wandered into Mr. Green’s office and asked for his voice-mail
access code. For some reason, this caused him to drop an entire cup of
coffee into his lap; he jumped up suddenly and shouted, “Dammit!” I
offered my help, but he yelled, “Get out! Out!” and tried to hide behind
his damp desk.
The Keepers all got a good laugh out of that one.
The following day I received an e-mail at the exact moment I sat
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down at my desk in the morning, just as I was about to pour myself a
thermos lid full of Kona Coffee. It was from Mr. Green:
Dearest Ryan:
It would thrill me to no end if you could please delete this massage
after you have red it. The informatin within is extremely sensitive, and in
the wrong hands could be abused to no end. I hope I can trust that you’ll
handle this quickely and in a professional manner… to no end!
Voice Mail Box: 5-9126
Password: 239
Yours truely,
Mr. Mark Green
I shook my head angrily and printed three copies of the message. I
attached one to my wall just above my desk. (Despite the intentionally
large font, Mr. Green never noticed it.) I filed one arbitrarily, and mailed
the other one to an old Lab Partner I used to go drinking with – named
Justin – currently living the good life in Vale Colorado, surrounded by a
large number of ski bunnies and a mounting Student Loan Debt.
When I finally got around to calling, a brand new complication arose:
there were over 100 unheard messages, dating back to 2001. I listened to
a few messages randomly, feeling despondent at the thought of having to
deal with issues that began before my time.
For example: one message was from a Keeper named Ennis, who
was calling in to use personal leave; his daughter had gotten wyvern
scratch fever7, and her entire body was now covered in Holes. The
second was from a telemarketer, offering to sell discounted light bulbs to
us at a Very Reasonable Price. Both messages were over a year old, too.
I jotted down the barest amount of information on a While You
Were Out message pad. Before I went about my day, I slipped the pad
into the inter-office mailbox, addressed to, “The Desk of Mr. Green.”
As if it were the set-up to an elaborate joke, the following day I
received another e-mail, again just as I arrived at work:
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Mr. Quick
Thank you for delivering my massages yesterday. I appreceate the
effort, and its hard work like this that will prove valueable in your future
here with The Zoo.
However, if you could please type and e-mail all future massages to me,
this would greately improv my ability to quickely respond in a way that
suits each particular matter.
Thanks again! You rock!
Mark
Spurred on by his insanity, I checked 20 messages in a row, writing
detailed, possibly even flowery descriptions of their contents, and deleted
them afterward, the finality of the act giving me extreme satisfaction.
Once I had typed and formatted The Messages in a Word Document, I
attached it to an e-mail and sent it with a Read Receipt Notice. Then I
left.
I didn’t return to my desk for the rest of the day, instead passing time
with The Keepers. On a whim, I rode the train too – something I’d
never done before – and took the guided tour, watching the zebras,
piasas8 & giraffes, which was surprisingly pleasant.
When I returned to my office, the Read Receipt was waiting in my
inbox. I smiled. I went home and cooked a huge pasta dinner for
Crystal and I, and we ate and laughed and played several rounds of Strip
Scrabble before Bed.
However, the next morning I received another message from Mr.
Green:
Mr. Ryan (or his Mexican, non-Union equivelant… Just kidding!)
Attached you will find my responses to the massages you sent me
yesterday. Thanks again! If you could please take care of these matters for
me, that would be most appreceated.
Marky Mark (get it?)
I opened the attached file, and found that for each of the twenty
messages I had written, Mr. Green had added a detailed response, in his
usual misspelled & mixed-metaphor filled prose.
A few he had put asterisks next to, and below he added the note: “*
Means you can delete it.”
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Some had a short set of instructions afterward: “Call him back and
tell him blah blah blah,” or “This is a solicitor, please make sure we don’t
get calls from them again.” One was from his sister, and below that he
noted, “Please have flowers sent for her birthday.” No further
information – a date, or even an address – was included.
I ordered a new three ring binder and began keeping track of the
correspondence.
Occasionally I would make the suggestion that Mr. Green should
start checking the messages himself, but this always became a sort of
circular conversation:
“Oh, but you do such a good job of handling that, Son,” he would
say.
“But I’m not the one in charge! No one wants to talk to me! You
run the place! Everyone wants to talk to you.”
“Yes, but it’s just the phone. Does it really matter who’s on the other
end, so long as the people calling are happy?”
After six months of e-mail tag and nowhere conversations, I resolved
to end the nonsense. I began to slip in occasional messages that read like
this:
“So-and-so called… something about fill-in-the-blank… I couldn’t
really understand it, but they want you to call them back.”
Eventually it began to work. Tiffany told me (during an accidentlysuggestive cigarette break) that Mr. Green had asked her how to use the
phone. As I was more and more vague with the relayed messages, Mr.
Green began to re-check them on his own, until one day, when he was
entirely caught up; there was nothing in his mailbox to check. Not
wanting to spoil the moment I said nothing, and went about my job
normally.
There were new penguin chicks to check in on, and despite my lack
of interest in kids, I went to The Petting Zoo and helped The Keepers
for a large part of the day. On my way out I stopped by the bunyip tanks
to watched them surface, each one slowly crawling on the beach to
perform the evening dance. It was moments like this that I was actually
excited to be at The Zoo, to see animals in their daily routines, and to
know that it was with my help that they were able to do what they did.
I went back to my office and ran into Mr. Green.
“Ahh, there you are Ryan,” he said.
“Hi,” I said cautiously.
Mr. Green took a sip of instant coffee from a Styrofoam cup,
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then spit it out in the sink. “Ack, what kind of coffee is this?”
It was the same coffee he’d drank every day since I started.
“Uh, it’s the instant from the cabinet,” I said.
“We’re still drinking that?” Mr. Green began opening cabinets and
looked around. “Did that coffee vendor ever call? It sounded like they
had a pretty good deal.”
“Was a coffee vendor supposed to call?” I asked. The hairs on my
neck began to stand up.
“Well, I don’t know, you tell me. Have you been checking your
messages?” he asked as his eyes caught mine. All the usual distractedness
was gone from his mannerisms, and the light glinted briefly off his
glasses.
“Messages?” I began to sweat.
“Well,” he began, “you were doing such a good job that I switched
Voice Mail Boxes with you.” He walked over and swung his arm to grab
my own just above the elbow. “Makes more sense to have you handle
the important stuff.”
Mr. Green glanced to the left, then the right, and then lowered his
voice. “Believe me: I sure as fuck don’t know what I’m doing.”
He laughed suddenly, let go of my arm, and patted my shoulder a few
times with his other arm.
He began to make his way toward the stairs. “And another thing: I
put a copy of the most recent Dress Code on your desk. Just for
reference sake.”
I ground my teeth furiously, and began to see red.
“See ya tomorrow!” he called down the stairs as he left. When he
reached the top, he absentmindedly turned off the lights, leaving me to
contemplate the world that stretched up into the offices above me in
semi-darkness.
As I heard the sound of the door closing echo through the hall, I
could feel bars close in around me. I scurried back to my desk to curl up
in my comfortable office chair, and looked for the sandwich tucked away
in my top drawer. Not even the lemurs next door could hear my crying.
Crystal stopped tolerating my daily complaints, and took a strong
stance regarding my continued employment at The Zoo, but the work
ethic I suffered from made me think that I couldn’t quit without a
legitimate reason. I had a job that paid well and was a
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short commute. More to the point, it involved working with animals,
and I hadn’t found anything that fulfilling before.
Watching the elephants as I made my daily rounds, or feeding the
bears when I had some free time, gave me a sense of purpose; even
though most of my job seemed like nonsense, those occasional moments
made it worth it, even if it was in a behind-the-scenes capacity. With all
the shortcomings the job had, I felt like I was a part of The Zoo in a way
I had never been at other jobs.
One of my many tasks involved making the schedules for The
Feeders and Keepers, and this was the easiest until the end of the first
year, when Jacob Bernoulli suddenly quit over a salary dispute. The
timing was absolutely terrible, as we had previously lost Brian Teasley to
his own band reuniting, and had to promote Tiffany to Feeder in order
to pick up the slack.
Mr. Green and I began interviewing a number of applicants for
the position, but soon the other staff began to complain about being
stretched thin. It wasn’t surprising, then, when I showed up to work one
day and found one of Jacob’s shirts draped over the back of my chair. I
sighed and checked his schedule, and began to make his rounds.
When I arrived at the Africa Exhibit, the sun had just started rising,
and I noticed the rhino was singing. I ran my fingers across my sleepy
eyes, and opened the door to the connecting building. Buckets, troughs,
& bins filled the interior room as he sang outside. The room itself was
squat, poured from cement, and fixed with pipes and sinks. Three
fridges lined one wall. It felt like the kind of room featured in anarchist
publications that were used to make a point about the mistreatment of
animals, as if this room was where we’d have them sleep and live.
“When I walk, the birds and the bees stop lovin’ and look at me,”
sang the rhino.
“When are they gonna get you a new album, I wonder?” I asked
aloud, to no one in particular.
“When I talk, the whole wide world listens to my words,” continued
the Rhino.
“If only you sang something the kids wanted to hear,” I said as I
exited the room, moving into the rhino pen itself. It was a huge affair,
about the size of a Basketball Court, filled with rocks and grass and birds
and insects – all the things Rhino’s love – surrounded by a large barred
wall.
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“If you could sing like that Winehouse chick, then we’d be in
business.”
“’Cause I’m a man and a half.”
“Sure you are. Here.”
The rhino began to snort and grunt as he ate.
“I hear ya, buddy.”
He swallowed, then looked at his female companion. “The camel
died tryin’, but your man and a half is here lovin’ you tonight.”
I sat there in awe as he leaned into his trough and began devouring
the food that took two buckets to carry over. He was magnificent, huge.
A true specimen to be admired. I wondered if he got along with other
rhinos, and if there were others from his herd that sang, too.
“You take care of the penguins yet?” Brian interrupted. Brian was
another Keeper with a terrible sense of style and humor.
“Yes!” I said, turning to see him come in. “Just call me Jumpin’
Jacob, Jack of all Zoo Trades!”
Brian blinked and looked at me blankly. “You’re Ryan.”
I sighed. “Yes.”
Brian blinked again. “I think they could use some help in The
Leopard Cage,” he said, flatly.
I smiled as large and as fake as I could. “Well, I best be off, then.”
Brian blinked one last time, but said nothing.
The Leopard Cage was notorious for falling apart, and we often had
to fix a hinge here or a wheel there. The Leopard’s TV was of a
particular frustration, and needed constant attention. There were only
three Leopards, but between them they watched almost thirty hours of
TV a week, and if the TV broke (which happened often), they would
trash their cage and break everything they could find until we replaced it.
What was really strange was that no one ever saw them break
anything. On the whole, they just paced back and forth and watched The
Office. I never caught them in the act of destruction, but only the
aftermath. Occasionally I’d hear noises, but by the time I would get
there, they would be silently pacing back and forth, staring at what used
to be their TV. Next to their kitchen, we had a stockroom filled to the
ceiling with High Definition Name Brands. It just seemed easier,
considering how quickly we went through them.
“If only we were so lucky,” I said.
“How’s it going, Jacob?” Tiffany asked.
I jumped, startled. She had stepped out from behind the door, as if
she’d been waiting for me. “Oh, I didn’t see you.”
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“Yeah, I sneak up on people,” she said, then laughed.
“Pretty good.” I stood my ground, and noticed that I was rocking
back and forth slightly. I stopped myself.
“Wilson was singing when I fed him earlier, which is always nice,” I
said.
“Still singin’ ‘Man And A Half’9?” she said as she arched her
eyebrows. “I love that song.”
“Uh, something like that,” I said. “Brian seemed totally pissed,
though.”
She laughed “He’s like that. Just wait until he’s had his Half Cap
Non Fat Latte A-Go-Go. Then he’ll be fine.”
Tiffany had been with the Zoo for seven years, something I found
out through a combination of guile and stealth put to use in the
Administrator’s Office one morning. She had been hired as a secretary,
but took the job only as a stopgap measure toward becoming a Keeper;
in school, she had been a reptile specialist.
She had a smile that could defuse almost any animal, and it took all
my effort not to look at her chest, a challenge given that she’d been
wearing more and more suggestive shirts since we started working
together.
“Doesn’t he know we have that instant crap in The Break Room?” I
asked.
She wrinkled her forehead, and I began to feel my face burn. “Mr.
Green told me you ordered some Guatemalan stuff?”
I took a step back, sweating. “Ah, I told him that to get him off my
back. As soon as I said that he started liking the coffee again.”
“He should be drinking tea anyway.”
“Who, Brian or Mr. Green?”
“Both.”
In the distance, Wilson began to sing, “Don’t Let The Green Grass
Fool You.”10 Tiffany smiled at the song and let Wilson fill the silence as
she cocked her head to one side.
“This may be unprofessional, but are you bus– ”
“Well,” I said, “If I’m gonna get my paperwork and Jacob’s rounds
finished today, I’d better get going. Talk to ya soon!”
She began to say something else, but by then I was already gone.
That night I paced until Crystal got home, listening to that Stax
Boxed Set she bought me last Christmas. When she finally arrived I
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was a champagne bottle, ready to pop; I growled and pounced when she
walked in the door.
We broke our personal best – four times in one night – and wound
up feeding each other food and wine, watching late-night TV until we
both fell asleep. The room was a total disaster when we woke up the
next day.
A few months later I got a call from my old Thesis Advisor, asking if
I was possibly interested in a staff position in the Biology Department.
Crystal would not let me turn them down, going so far as to yell, “He’ll
take it!” while I was still on the phone The job paid much better than
The Zoo, and offered a benefits package that was sorely lacking
anywhere else. Though I’d been searching for a job anyway, I had only
done so half-heartedly, despite my insistence that I was really trying.
In this case, they had called me. Already I felt more important. I still
saw my old friends from school fairly often, and many were in tight with
the department. Most likely, someone (Andy or Steve, no doubt) had
heard about my predicament, and made a few calls on my behalf.
Regardless, I found myself agreeing before I had even discussed the
matter with anyone at The Zoo.
I put off mentioning it for a couple days, and when I put in my two
week notice with Mr. Green, his jaw dropped. I stood there, looking at
his gaping maw, suddenly given a visual counterpoint to what was only a
metaphor previously.
“Two weeks, from today,” I repeated.
“I don’t understand. What happens in two weeks?”
“It’ll be my last day; I’m leaving.”
Mr. Green begged and begged, and after a difficult negotiation, I
agreed to stay a full month, until May 2nd, a date that somehow appealed
to Mr. Green in some way, but was completely inconvenient to me in all
other respects.
Still, the school understood, and they agreed to let me begin proper
training during Summer Term, so I could be ready for my official start in
The Fall. There was an energy to the words Proper and Training, and
that energy spilled over into my working behavior for the remainder of
my time at The Zoo; I was much more intense and motivated than I ever
had been up until that point.
After our conversation, I didn’t see Mr. Green until my last day.
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As I climbed down the stairs to my office, there was a cake and several
bottles of soda on The Break Room table. All the Feeders and Keepers
that weren’t on shift were there; Tiffany gave me a CD she’d made of a
recording of Wilson’s singing, and winked when she handed it over. (To
this day, this disc is hidden under my license and registration in my glove
box.)
Mr. Green stood in the corner and raised a cup of coffee at me when
I arrived, his other hand also raised to operate the plastic stirrer still
inside the cup.
We finished the cake and the soda, and then gossiped until everyone
had to get back to work. Eventually it was just myself and Mr. Green.
He leaned against the sink as he watched me pack up my belongings in a
small box. I looked around one last time.
“I’m gonna miss this office,” I said absently.
Mr. Green stared at me. “No you’re not!” he yelled. “Look around?
You’re in a basement, for Christ’s sake!”
I smiled. “That’s not what I mean.”
Mr. Green put his arm around me and began to pace the room,
despite my resistance. “It’s not like you’re disappearing forever. You’ll
come back to visit, right?”
He looked me in the eyes and it was all I could do to stop from
crying again.
“Of course,” I said.
Three weeks later I convinced Crystal to go to The Zoo, something
she’d never done while I worked there. It was the first time I came back,
and the Keepers and Feeders instantly spotted me.
Soon enough, the rest of the staff came out, one by one, to say hi. I
asked around for the person who replaced me, who I had heard was
named Roger, but no one had seen him that day. (Rumor had it he was
meeting with some representatives to discuss the cost of food for the
animals, and would be Back Any Minute.)
I thought about going down to the basement to check, reflexively
patting my pockets for the keys I no longer carried. Fortunately, I
managed to cut Tiffany off before she had a chance to say anything
incriminating to Crystal, and it was only later that it occurred to me that
there was no reason to feel guilty.
Despite all the people who showed up, I never saw Mr. Green.
I pretended not to notice, and took Crystal around to see the
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chimera & giraffes and all her favorite exhibits. She asked several times
what I wanted to see, but I smiled, and instead contented myself by
carefully looking at all the working staff, trying to guess who Roger might
be.
There were so many new employees I didn’t recognize, and each one
had their own jobs and tasks they were attending to in a specific and
careful way. I began comparing employees, making what I thought were
shrewd observations about the way they dressed and talked to each other
as they cavorted inside the cages.
While Crystal was looking at the animals, I kept looking elsewhere,
smiling wider and wider. I wanted so badly to thank Mr. Green at that
moment, but was hard pressed to imagine if either he or I would even
fully know what I was talking about.

The Zoo, opening day, 1905. Originally an enclosed building that resembled a train
station, renovations after World War II replaced structures like this in favor of cheap
offices for the employees, referred to as “Hoovervilles” jokingly by the late Mark Green
Sr.
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To Be Concerned Is Good Endnotes
1 “Christmas at the Zoo” by The Flaming Lips. © 1995 Warner Bros. Records
There wasn’t any snow on Christmas Eve / and I knew what I should do / I thought I’d
free the animals / all locked up at the zoo / I opened up the fence where the peacocks were
/ the lamas were unleashed / the snakes and seals could all get out / but they refused to
leave / All of the animals agreed / they’re not happy at the zoos / But they preferred to
save themselves / they seemed to think they could / The elephants, orangutans / all the
birds and kangaroos / All said thanks but no thanks man / but to be concerned is good /
It started to snow on Christmas Eve / in the middle of the night / walkin’ through the
state park zoo / and everything is white...
2 A generic term for any member of a large class of entities in human female
form, only drastically smaller and much more wild.
3 Another generic term used in reference to elf-like creatures, including (but not
limited to) fairies, dwarves, and certain spiritual beings. Sprites come in both
humanoid genders.
4 A creature native only to the southern coast of Turkey, a chimera can
manifest in any number of ways, combining qualities & physical attributes of
other animals. No two chimera are the same.
5 A creature known for its extreme small size and subterranean dwellings,
gnomes come in a variety of types, from the very wild & feral to domesticated,
and virtually civilized.
6 An amphibious, water-dwelling creature from Australia, bunyips prefer
marshes and swamps, coming onto land to hunt & mate.
7 A winged reptile. Due to the unsanitary nests they build out of droppings and
other waste materials, a wyvern scratchs can become infected, causing
hallucinations, fevers, and in extreme cases, comas.
8 A bird-like creature with a violent nature, pheromones cause piasas to attack
only human males when provoked.
9 “Man And A Half” by Wilson Pickett © 1968 Atlantic Records.
10 “Don't Let the Green Grass Fool You” by Wilson Pickett © 1971
Try to remember when we didn’t have no shoes / We stuck together just me and you / It
took a long time to get what we got today / Now you wanna give it all up / I’m tellin’ you,
don’t let the green grass fool ya / Don’t let it change your mind / It’s gonna be hard for me
/ Feel my life all over, but baby you got the love that I really need / Cause if you leave,
leave me this way / You know what? I may not live to see a brand new day / You know
why, it may be greener on the other side / But right in my arms is where you belong
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World’s Funniest Joke
She’s absolutely beautiful; smart, funny & fun to talk to. She knows
how I feel about that too. I told her. Not that it seems to matter, though.
It might have just been a weekend of drunken revelry to her. It might
have ended with us together, for her. She might have left town afterward,
leaving the subject to land in the, “That was fun, but now let’s get back
to being friends,” bin.
I try to play along. No use in making both of us upset about the
situation.
She’s having one of those days. She’s on the couch flailing around,
talking about how she needs a job and some food and a boy to play with.
The Wipers continue in the background. I guess I couldn’t be much
more obvious. I try to concentrate on the words in the ‘zine in front of
me – the one she told me to read – but they don’t make much sense
strung together on the page. Everything I’m reading is about heartbreak,
and I feel too connected to want to read it. The wine only helps blot out
her repetitive conversation.
The record ends and I get up. Apparently this was her cue to look
for food, and she just keeps on talking. Jobs, food, boys. Each word hits
me like a gunshot, like when it sunk in that there was nothing else
between us. I try to concentrate on what music to play. It’s like I’m
communicating in code, except no one understands it. I’m desperately
yelling everything no one hears a single note.
It’s just music, after all. The fucking soundtrack to the story of my
goddamned life.
Jobs, food and boys is all I can think about. She says to me with
dead seriousness, “Where can I find a boy?”
I just look at her. Should I laugh? I don't know. I let out a sigh
that’s been building since she got back in town.
I put on Daniel Johnston. It was too perfect not to. I guess some
people think he’s funny, too.

“Behind The Music”
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Latrinalia
It is without skill that I put down this narrative, not because I can’t,
but because I have no idea how to tell it properly, even after all these
years. These events have been known only to me for far too long, and
it’s out of fear that I’ll entirely forget more pertinent details, or that a
telling moment will disappear entirely from my already evaporating
memory, that I have made an effort to get this right.
I already have trouble believing that any of this happened, that it
wasn’t some half-forgotten movie I saw late at night after the wife fell
asleep. At times I cringe as I half-recall what I’m already inclined to
regard as dreams from the pre-dawn moments of my awakening. It is
this, alone, that I feel compels me the most to write this down; how can I
let myself forget something that has taken up so much of my own
concern for so many years?
What happened took place when I was in my late 20s, but to make
sense of it, we should really go back to when I was in High School. As a
student I’d been average at best; my interests lay not in good grades and
study, but Comic Books, Science Fiction, and the hope that one day I
could talk to a girl. I owned a nearly complete collection of Heinlein and
Arthur C. Clarke novels, and had a near encyclopedic knowledge of the
Legion of Super-Heroes.
Many don’t understand when they hear that I did so poorly in school,
but it’s a more common condition than you would think. Just because
we looked and dressed like nerds, and shared a few of their interests, did
not make us good students, too. It was this distinction that made me do
poorly in the first place; anything to separate me from the already
unpopular helped in its own way.
Upon graduation it was time for college, and as my friends were all
going, I saw no need to deviate from the path, either. I wasn’t yet smart
enough to make the connection between going to college and the amount
of work it would take, so it wasn’t until halfway through my second term
that I found I might have made the wrong decision.
Considering the money my parents has shelled out, coupled with the
fact I was the only one of my High School buddies who had yet to pull a
decent grade, I decided to make an effort to shake off the pot and
alcohol haze I’d begun to steep myself within. At least it would get my
family off my case when they called every week.
To my surprise, I found myself a fantastic student, even if I only
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put the smallest amount of effort into the occupation. I easily turned Cs
and Ds into Bs & As, and became a favorite student in most of my
classes. There were few disciplines I was not able to excel in if I made an
effort, and eventually it came time to decide which discipline I would
finally focus on. It was clear I could master any, and it was because of
this I found it nearly impossible to decide.
Between my Sophomore & Junior year I took some Good Grade
money from my Aunt Cal and embarked on a trip across Europe for the
summer, hitting the usual destinations that interest a collegiate aged
traveler in search of drugs and tail: Amsterdam, Prague, Berlin, etc.
Every trendy coffee shop on the continent found me as a patron, sitting
with a pretentious philosophy book propped open in one hand while my
bag acted as a footstool.
I tracked down every bar with any decent reputation, and put back as
much local brew as I could afford. I smoked and snorted and banged
everyone and everything I could get my hands on, and when there was
nothing left to do, I hopped the next train, leaving everyone I’d met in
exchange for contacts in the next town.
In this manner I blitzed my way across Europe, a trail of pints,
espresso cups, roach clips, and spent contraceptives in my wake. It was a
reward for caving in and blindly jumping through the hoops at school,
and in another way it was an attempt to help me ignore the entire debacle
in the first place.
There was also a slight amount of desperation to my excessiveness;
even if I wasn’t consciously saying so, I knew this would be my last
youthful hurrah, and I was making a concerted effort to condense a
lifetime’s worth of fun into something that totaled just under $2000
American. Every $5 hand-job and tacky postcard I mailed back home
seemed justified, and I don’t even regret the seashell / hemp necklace I
bought and wore, or the sandals, socks and shorts that became my usual
attire. I didn’t stay anywhere for long. I perfected my ability to locate
train stations and hostels based on the vaguest amount of information; at
one point, I avoided bathing for 9 days without a single complaint.
During my adventures I spent an inordinate amount of time in public
bathrooms, brushing my teeth with the smell of urine and fecal matter
intermingling in my nose, trying to avoid setting my backpack down in
any standing pools of water. During those long stretches of time waiting
for the next sleeping-car fiasco to go down, I became an expert on every
kind of bathroom phenomena
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imaginable, graffiti in particular.
After two weeks of attempting to remember the impossible, I ended
up buying a Moleskine to write down the best phrases. (I’d been wanting
to buy one anyway on the off-chance I could be mistaken for an
American Writer by some tall Swedish girl, or an Eastern European
bombshell.) I immediately began filling it with everything I found in
bathrooms.
What enamored me to the quaint poems about shitting and rhetorical
comments about fucking each other’s mothers was the determination of
the medium: this peculiar art-form had permeated every country and
town, every continent and language, and every flat surface the human
hand could wedge itself into. The repetition of similar phrases and
sentences, over and over again in similar locations, was virtually grammar
school in its concept.
It never failed to make me laugh.
Here was something that knew no racial, social, gender or cultural
boundaries. It was like mythology, connecting everyone by being present
everywhere. While the unusual circumstances of my over-sexed, unhygenic, chemically-fueled trip probably caused me to laugh a little longer
at things like, “I hate this part of Texas,” written on the wall in Paris, it
nonetheless sparked my imagination in a way that my previous passions
had failed to do so.
Soon, pictures of big-breasted women in front of some ridiculous
monument were now outnumbered by roll after roll of bathroom walls,
where the most disgusting biological functions took place next to the
most disgusting intellectual ones, too.
I never got bored of the hobby.
The term Collection has historically been associated with Sports Card
fanatics, or those few and far between who actually believed us when we
tried to convince them that philately was an actual pastime. But upon my
return to Berkley, I invested all my efforts to the obscure and little
known hobby of collecting latrinalia.
I had read a small excerpt from the book Here I Sit by Alan Dundes
in one of my history classes, and the fact that there was more and more
literature on the subject made it a fairly easy hobby to pursue. Dropping
a few references to Egyptian Pyramid builders scribbling on the bricks,
coupled with occasional Ancient Greek examples and a citation from an
essay by the reclusive librarian essayist William Idle, always seemed to
please professors. It was just obscure enough to be a huge hit with the
hipsters when you needed some blow at a party, and funny enough to
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pull weight with my drinking buddies when we were on a serious bar
crawl.
While it didn’t help with dating at first, I found that asking about the
graffiti in the bathroom was a great way to get a conversation rolling. At
school, I managed to carve out a degree for myself with a focus on the
subject, and supplemented it with an English minor to make it seem legit.
On graduation day I’d done so well I had my diploma in one hand and a
live-in girlfriend in the other, and felt I could reasonably defend myself to
my parents and the world at large, so long as they never actually saw the
bulk of my Collection.
I took a job at a computer company, doing market research for some
obscure product that I did not fully understand nor care about. Soon,
and without warning, restlessness settled in, something I could not sate
with my usual medicinal behavior. I quickly realized I was suffering from
the leisure time of the Middle Class; a mundane routine had settled on
me too quickly, with evenings and weekends no longer cluttered with the
work of a student.
I struggled against this, lashing out at my girlfriend and showing up
to work far-too hung over (or, in some cases, still drunk). My life
became punctuated with flower bouquets and working-lunches to keep
things on track, and struggling like I did only made things worse.
With time, the fire in me began to slowly die out. I eventually gave
her a ring, and accepted a promotion at work, both coinciding with the
purchase of a house that, with all the refinancing and additional
mortgages added up over the years, will never be paid off in my lifetime.
The fact it was her first choice in terms of location – and not mine – only
sealed the deal: the living room, bedroom and bathroom were hers, and I
got an office connected to the laundry room. My collection was packed
away in U-Haul boxes due to a Lack of Space, as she diplomatically put it.
I took up anesthesitizing myself while watching TV in my office, away
from her and everyone else that might set me off.
The Compromise, as I began calling it, awoke in me a love of the
secret, a chance to suck the life out of every moment I had to myself in
an effort to maintain some sort of Herculean hold on the things that The
Me-Of-My-Youth had posed as ideals. While it was unspoken that I
could never jeopardize either work or my marriage again (under penalty
of death), nothing had ever been said about anything done that no one
found out about. My revenge was so subtle that no one it affected would
know the machinations thereof.
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There were the Thursday nights at the strip club, the Cigars that
were carefully hidden in the car, pot dealers I would meet at the park, and
even a short-lived (and extremely bland) affair with a younger girl, who
was unfortunately prudish when it came to sex with anyone other than
her husband. The suggestion at, and attempted introduction of, various
toys that I’d picked up put an immediate (and thankful) end to that
boring chapter of my life.
Regardless, I began to notice that my desire for a hair-brained had
not yet been quelled. Tiny voices in my head began to vie for my
attention, each one with bigger and bolder ideas.
About a year after the Bland Affair – just after one of our monthly
fight ‘n’ fuck sessions – the wife offered to make an elaborate meal she
claimed I liked, if I finally gave up on the new car I’d been talking about.
As I watched her dress immodestly in front of me, I made the decision to
finally buy the car the very next day.
As much as I tried, I couldn’t find a vehicle that would piss her off,
and yet could easily be hidden. My first impulse was something sporty
and fast, but she would catch on eventually given the tickets I would
probably get. Plus, the cost of a garage to keep it in, finding a way to pay
for it without her knowing, etc. An affair was so much easier: you can
hide a woman if you need to, but a car is something you announce to the
world.
I was becoming frustrated and desperately needed a drink.
After the third dealership, I ducked into a dive I found in search of
an old fart. It had been years since the wisdom of the bitter and senile
had been dispensed to me through a cloud of smoke and whiskey, and
things seemed epic enough to need the advice.
However, I was greatly disappointed; not only were there a small
number of older men, but an unfortunate quantity of kids too,
squandering away their better years on games of pool and cheap beer. It
was all I could do to finish my drink before I left, and even then was only
waylaid by the need for a quick pit stop.
Now, before The Compromise, I had seen any number of bathrooms
with more interesting, larger quantities of, and even better quality, graffiti.
This place was, by far, a beginners market by any stretch of the definition.
It still had the, “For a good time...” kind of fare on the walls, and these
writers had no consideration of the inter-dialog forms.
I did see an old favorite, (“The joke is in your hand,” just above
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the urinal), and it made me smile long enough to linger a bit while I
washed up. I heard a latch open, and the door to the stall swung out.
For a moment I felt like I should leave, as I occupied the sink. But he
rolled his eyes and attempted to perfect that surly look I remember
investing so much time into myself.
This kid was no older than his mid-20s, and had the attire to prove it.
The leather jacket was nearly pristine, and the spikes were practically new.
His hair was Hot Topic bright and freshly dyed, and his Converse cost
him more than it did to those who started the trend 30 years ago.
Part of me wanted to be his old fart, to sit him down and talk to him
about girls and house payments and wasted youth and music, but I knew
that any attempt at such a conversation would make him think it was a
come on, and it had been a while since I’d had anything to do with
another man’s dick. Instead, I tried to look as if I wasn’t looking at him,
and in doing so almost completely missed the sharpee he pulled from his
coat pocket.
In my years as a Collector I never caught anyone in the act. Half of
the appeal was the anonymous factor; it was always the product of the
collective unconscious, something we were all guilty of by being human.
It never occurred to me that you even could catch someone. It was like
watching Picasso paint, or Rodin sculpt. This was what my life had led
up to. Spellbound, I stared as I saw him deftly remove the cap and
scrawl out a sentence. Before I could even finish yanking the towels out
of a dispenser to the left of an air-blower, I switched places with the kid.
How the years have only added to the pain of this memory. I can
still see the outline in my mind, something no more than 6 or 7 words
long, of the rhetorical variety, I think. Or was it a rhyme? Sometimes I
think rhetorical because I had written my thesis on the form, and argued
they were generally the more significant given their tendency to engage
the reader.
Whatever it was, there was something decidedly wrong with the
sentence. But I couldn’t exactly explain what that was. What he’d
written was English, that’s for sure, but something about the phrase
seemed alien, unlike anything I’d seen or read. I couldn’t hold the
sentence in my mind, no matter how many times I looked at it.
There was no one word that troubled me; while I was actively reading,
they all made perfect sense. And yet, when I tried to keep the thought in
my head, or even the gist, it was completely gone, as if
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I’d never seen it, or couldn’t remember it. I turned to look at the kid, but
before I could ask anything he wrinkled his forehead and said, “What’re
you looking at, homo?” Then he flipped me off, and left.
I looked at the sentence a few more times, then went to the bar to
ask if I could get a pen and paper. The bartender looked at me, and
asked if I’d been harassing one of his regulars. I sidestepped the issue by
offering to buy a round for the whole bar, and was met with instant
approval. It seemed to solve the immediately problem, but didn’t make a
pen or paper materialize.
I went back to try and write it down with a Keno pencil stub and a
cocktail napkin, but couldn’t find the sentence at first. It seemed to have
disappeared, and it took a full 10 minutes of panicked searching before I
saw it again. It appeared to shimmer briefly, but upon closer inspection,
was merely black ink on the wall. An illusion?
This concerned me: could I be getting old? Was I loosing my
eyesight? Was the lighting just bad in this place? It had been a while
since I’d seen a doctor, let alone had my eyes checked. After a minute I
concluded that there was nothing wrong, and that I had merely missed it
because of the awkwardness of being in such small quarters with another
man.
I tried to write it down, but the stub tore through the napkin, and
only left illegible and unintelligible scribbles in it’s wake. I went back to
the bar to have another drink, then paid my tab. I decided to check the
bathroom one last time, and again had trouble finding the sentence, a
joke that wore thin with repetition. After I was sure I had found it again,
I immediately left in search of a disposable camera.
This was a huge mistake. In doing so I ran a red light, and had to
concentrate with extreme dedication to avoid a ticket when I was pulled
over. By the time the officer conceded that I was fine, it would be too
obvious to return to a bar just afterward. I was already feeling paranoid
as it was. Licking my proverbially wounds, I went home and tried to get
it on with the wife, before giving up on the day entirely, and went to bed.
The next day I returned to the bar as early as I could with a camera, a
notebook, and several pens in hand. It took a while to find the bar, given
that I hadn’t been paying attention when I originally found it. Eventually
it turned up, adorned with a sign that read, “Closed for Repairs.”
Defeated, I took a picture of the exterior, and made sure to write down
the exact address for future reference. Frustrated, I a strip bar, where I
half-heartedly found a girl to take to
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a motel room, but I could barely pretend I was into it.
Over the next few weeks I looked for the kid I had run into, hoping
to find this mentally elusive piece of shithouse poetry in some other bar.
As I drank and fucked away the days in a hope to recreate the same
circumstances that had happened before, there were moments where I
thought I could remember the words, that if I puzzled them out I could
write them down. It was funny, but also poignant in a way that only a
drunk in a bathroom could appreciate (or come up with). It was wisdom
for the ages, passed down in the only place that equalizes everyone.
I tried to compose a sentence that was as good, but to no avail.
When I first started collecting, I tried to create my own graffiti, but
quickly decided that it was something I could only observe if I took a
step back, and removed myself from the act. It had been hard, because
there’s nothing worse than seeing a missing a punch line, or to find a
bathroom that doesn’t have a new permutation on the “broken hearted /
farted” rhyme. Eventually I learned to resist the urge to create, and
found all attempts to compose completely stymied.
I have often wondered if this had something to do with my inability
to recall what had been written.
I returned to the bar one day to see that it was open again. The
Repairs had been minor at best: the old juke was replaced with one of
those new Interweb ones, and some of the windows had been cleaned. It
looked as if a couple of the booths had been replaced, and the pints were
now served in less-chipped glasses. How or why it took two weeks to do
all of that was beyond me. Trying not to be noticed, I took a couple
drinks at the bar before making my way to the bathroom, only to find
that the walls had been repainted in black from floor to ceiling.
I began to scrutinize the region where I thought it had been written,
but with no landmarks or clues to help me I was lost. There was no way
to retrieve the sentence, any more than I could retrieve my own virginity.
I pounded the wall, convinced that if could figure out what it was I could
go home and leave this whole thing behind me. I even thought about the
car I was supposed to be getting in an effort to piss off the wife, and
returned to the bar in and effort to convince someone I was no longer
upset. The bartender noticed, and came over to politely quip, “No one
in there to harass, eh?”
I was instantly surprised that he recognized me, but before I could
rationalize this I began questioning him, trying to find out if he
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remembered the graffiti written on the wall opposite of the sink.
He raised an eyebrow and cocked his head back slightly. “Of course
I do.” He let out a small chuckle and said, “that’s why I painted over it.”
He put some chalk on the bar. “Go to town, if you’d like. We’ll repaint
again, to give them a fresh pallet.” He slid another beer my way, and
went to help the others at the bar.
I tried to explain what had happened, but soon enough he seemed
bored, and left to, “restock the cooler,” which entailed sitting at the other
end of the bar, talking to someone else.
I went to look at the wall in the bathroom, and then made another
effort to explain to the bartender that I was a graffiti collector, and that I
was looking for a phrase I’d forgotten. He screwed up his forehead, and
said, “I see a lot of that kinda crap, and I don’t even try to remember it
all. Sometimes you gotta let these things go.” He looked at me with his
bouncer eyes, and I quickly caught his meaning and forced myself to shut
up.
I returned to the dive a few more times over the next few months,
but never managed to find the kid again. Or, if I did, I didn’t recognize
him. Maybe he’d turned into one of the heshers hiding in the corner, or
that guy with the trenchcoat and creepy tattooes on his hands. It was
hard to tell with these kids, always changing alliances and ideologies like
they were competing phrases on the bathroom wall.
On my last visit, I asked the bartender where I could find the kid. He
squinted at me for a moment, as if he didn’t understand the question.
Then he asked, “Do I know you?” It occurred to me that there was no
reason he should; he probably sees a million schmucks all the time,
asking strange and off the wall questions. How could he remember a
detail like that from a few months ago?
I apologized and said that I was looking for a friend of mine, and
gave a quick description as best I could remember. The bartender
frowned, and said, “If you’re looking for dick, try the Dirty Duck.” Then
he walked off. A loud and angry voice immediately screamed at him in
my head.
The act of giving up carried a very different meaning for me, and I
began going out every night, armed with plenty of equipment in an effort
to add new specimens to my new Collection. I no longer gave any
thought to The Compromise, and instead photographed every wall and
toilet I could find, looking at the developed film on my lunch breaks,
analyzing every shimmering mark in the images.
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I called in sick as often as possible, and sometimes showing up to
work in worse conditions than I ever had before. It was my theory that if
I took enough pictures, if I looked hard enough, I could find the
sentence again. Everyone knows that the kind of people that partake of
latrinalia are repeat offenders. Somewhere, somehow, he would have
written it again, if only I could just find it.
There were a lot nights spent questioning punks and skins and
rockers, but every where I met with resistance or violence. While I had
become quite adept at being secretive, it was harder and harder to hide
black eyes and drunken complacency. In four months, I had visited
nearly every bar in town, and quite a few on the outskirts, but hadn’t
found anything that meant anything, or was even worth saving.
It was through a frustrated one night stand of them I finally got a
coke connection, itself a door to all sorts of people, parties, and new
bathrooms previously undreamed of. But even my finely developed skills
couldn’t stop the suspicions of my wife, and the few nights I came home
each week were met with icy glares, aggressive one-sided arguments, and
crying jags. Eventually I stopped going to work, making a motel room a
necessity for daytime naps.
After looking through a particularly dismal batch of new photos, I
ingested what was left of what I could find in the house, and left to try
again. What began as a simple attempt to get a few shots in at a nearby
sports bar, ended with me getting thrown out on my face by a particularly
surly bouncer who seemed to take pleasure in the sport.
Ready to seek some sort of confused revenge, I decided to get good
and properly liquored up. I was tired of beating my head against walls. I
wanted to cause trouble, but this time without the caution and worry of
inexperience. I was half convinced that this would be the end, my last
triumphant adventure before the final curtain, and I had the look in my
eyes that said, in no uncertain terms, that this was going to be epic, one
way or another.
What followed I’m almost too embarrassing to recount. A few pool
games went south because the money I’d bet didn’t actually exist, and at
one point I loudly berated some kid, saying, “Why won’t you fuckin’ tell
me what you wrote, huh?” But everywhere I went had a blanket of
docility laid over it; I even saw my doctor chatting away with one
bartender about movies. No one I met was ready to grab life by the
throat, and I started to pity everyone around me.
My attempts at spicing things up – hitting on girlfriends while their
beau was off in the restroom, trying to stiff a bartender on my
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tab, even my visible over-intoxication – was met with a laid back, Dave
Mathews, “It’s All Good, Brah,” mentality. I finally had to feel up a
stripper in the middle of her show to get a physical confrontation out of
anyone, and even then it was another bouncer, twice as big as me in
every way, who only had to knock me in the solar plexus once to bring
me to my knees. I was crying like I did in Prague, when the girl I
assumed would follow me around The World laughed when I asked her
to come to Hungary with me.
At that moment, I realized my pathetic attempt at a Blaze of Glory
had been reduced to kissing pavement in the fetal position, suffering
from the mildest case of alcohol poisoning to ever drag itself into the
emergency room. The RNs were practically laughing just like that girl
was when they finally got the results back.
Waiting for the bus that morning, I had to hold my head to stop the
world from spinning. At that moment an old fart walked by, and the
hopeful, optimistic part of me that had first entered the dive bar so long
ago longed – no, BEGGED – for him to sit down, to say something
telling, to help me see what I was missing before, with a bit of folk
wisdom delivered in a story about how his wife hates the way he chews
his food.
Instead, he asked for some spare change, which at the time I took to
be symbolic of some sort of penance I had to pay for my sins, and gladly
obliged.
Over the next few weeks I tried to clean up my act. My job,
miraculously, forgave me through a combination of PTO and the
understanding that I’d screwed my chances for a promotion. I never
once complained, taking it all with a smile, as part of my Secret
Punishment.
My wife was another story. It took a month before she let me back
in the house, and even then I had to prove that I was done hiding things
from her. This meant no more collecting. It wasn’t easy to quit, either;
there were a couple nights I got caught leaving at midnight, and a few
other times on my way home from work that I couldn’t adequately
answer the question, “Where were you?” But after a few more weeks I
had finally given it up. While there were still other indiscretions here and
there, she never noticed unless it involved The Collection.
Old habits changed, too, and as I tried to forget about the past, I
dropped the strip clubs from my routine, and even stopped flirting
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with as many girls when I went out for drinks. Once she finally let me, I
started fucking my wife constantly to atone for what I’d done. I couldn’t
quite bring myself to love her the way she obviously loved me, but it was
worth it to make her cum three times in a row, if only it meant we argued
less and dinner tasted better. I even took her out once in a while,
something we hadn’t done since college, and it was there I suggested I
tell her what I’d done that week. She didn’t even get on my case when I
winked at the waitress, or when I told her I’d had a liquid lunch with the
boss.
She was just happy to share her life with me again.
And that was it, for the most part. I thought about collecting
constantly. Years passed; I ingratiated myself at work enough to get a
raise. Sometimes, you have to take what you can get.
After four months without a serious fight, my wife and I went at it
one night so hard that, afterward, I didn’t roll away, but instead held her
close and slept next to her the whole night through. I tried to remember
if I’d ever done that before, with anyone.
After the next winter finally finished squatting over us, spring awoke
in me the urge to clean, to rid myself of the past. I decided to make
donations to Goodwill, and set out the hard-and-fast rule that anything I
hadn’t used in a year was to be thrown out.
I flinched when I found my photo albums and notebooks. I hadn’t
touched them since she let me back in the house. Part of me shivered,
and I was overtaken with the urge to hide them, to tell her that she would
never see them again. But it was fleeting, at best. As I started flipping
through them casually, the pages and notebooks were shimmering as I
tried to remember where I’d taken certain photos, or in what bar I’d
found a phrase.
Occasionally I would catch glimpses of these memories, and for a
second I even thought I’d found what I’d been looking for all these years.
However, It turned out to be camera glare, distorting a variant of the, “I
fucked your mom / Go home dad, you’re drunk,” riff.
There was something just out of reach while I looked at the pictures,
like there was a secret inside that I could find if I just had more time.
Despite the screams and protests I internally yelled, I found myself
tossing The Collection in the garbage when she walked in on me, and
only the slightest hint of concern on my face caused her to ask me why I
looked so guilty.
I looked back at the can, but said, “Nothing.”
Time passed. It’s now been a good 20 years, and I have dreams
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where I’m young again, and I have all my faculties about me, where every
woman I see wants my dick and I can go anywhere and do anything. I’m
smart again. It doesn’t take me all day to do the crossword, and I don’t
get exhausted from simply going to work. I’m carrying a camera, and I’m
photographing everything around me, in a desperate hope to recall every
snippet and every detail. In my dream I can see that sentence, the punch
line to something half remembered, painted in large letters on the wall in
front of me. I take a picture and tell myself, “remember, remember,”
over and over again, and as I wake up, I’m still chanting it, but instead I
realize that I’ve forgotten to take out the recycling.
It’s to curb this impulse, this neurotic habit of dreaming every night
of things that are impossible to recover, that has ultimately forced me to
record this tale. But even now as I try to make sense of it, to help you
understand it, I can’t help but change a word here or a line here, hoping
that at some point I can put my pen down and know that this time, I’ve
finally gotten it, and that I’ve remembered everything in perfect,
undistorted detail.

“The Joke Is In Your Hands”
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Manly
Michael awoke with an erection and a headache. He had been up far
too late the night before at a strip bar with his friends, shoving singles
toward the ideal embodiment of the female form, while she shoved her
ass in his face, supposedly in an attempt to arouse him.
Several rounds of drinks had been bought and consumed rapidly, and
he was suffering from the kind of hangover that he had never adequately
learned how to handle. With sand still in his eyes, he felt his way under
his bed, past the month-old spent condoms, and reached for his porno in
an effort to kill two birds with one stone.
But even the post-orgasm wash that thrilled through his body
couldn’t help this morning. Eventually he pulled himself out of bed.
Amid the basketball jerseys on his floor, he found a towel that was
mostly clean, and walked naked through his one-bedroom apartment to
the bathroom, where he turned the shower on full blast. He let it sit
while he went to the kitchen, started his coffeemaker, then returned.
Michael was efficient in the bathroom, never wanting to take more
time than he needed. He effortlessly shaved while in the shower, and
brushed his teeth while he was toweling off. In just under 15 minutes he
was done, dressed in the cleanest clothes he could find, sipping a cup of
black coffee, and trying to collect his thoughts long enough to figure out
what to do with his day.
When the nausea from his hangover subsided, he lit a cigarette and
looked out the window of his front room. In the apartment across the
street, one floor down, he saw the silhouette figure of a woman, and tried
to focus on it, but the minutest of distractions keep pulling his thoughts
elsewhere. Should he go to the gym? He had been bad about going
lately, and with his recent late-night indulgences, he could use a workout.
The woman’s shadow got undressed, and Michael’s mind wandered
to the Sporting Goods store he frequented. The weather had taken an
unexpected turn for the better, and if he was going to take advantage of it
and go camping, he’d need to replace a few items.
The woman carefully opened her shades, lay back on her bed, and
began to work herself over with a vibrator. Michael’s crotch twitched
slightly before he got up and turned on KnuRockTM to catch the end of
the morning show, the one with the two guys who
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interview strippers and play songs about getting high. Today they were
talking about new ways to find free porn online.
Michael didn’t know how to cook very many things, and most of his
talent in the kitchen was used to prepare occasional meals for a woman
he was sure would put out. For breakfast, he always made the same thing:
fried eggs, frozen hash browns, and sausage links. Occasionally he would
fix a couple pieces of toast to sop up the egg yokes, but today he
skewered the sausage on his fork, and pierced the yokes of the egg,
instead.
He watched with fascination as the yoke ran all over the plate, oozing
into everything around it. He took a bite of the sausage, savoring the
taste, then glanced around his apartment to make sure no one was
watching before he dipped his own finger in, and quickly licked it. He
shook his head slightly, then mixed everything into one huge pile of food,
squirted ketchup on it, and inhaled it.
Before long Michael was feeling human again, so he puttered around
his apartment. His living room was strewn with various electronic
components for his stereo & TV, CDs and dishes covered every flat
surface, empty fast food bags were crumpled and piled in one corner, and
in the middle of what passed for a coffee table sat a brimming-over ash
tray and a cashed glass pipe.
He removed all the cups and plates, and found an empty trash bag in
the kitchen which he filled with garbage. He sat down to begin putting
his CDs away, but the task seemed insurmountable. While he didn’t own
that many albums, most of the discs were divorced from their cases, and
the few that contained anything had too many discs entirely. Instead, he
opted to light another cigarette and turned on his PS2, immersed in the
violence and gore of a game that simulated the life of a car thief and
murderer.
Around 1 o’clock Michael fixed himself a sandwich using white bread,
processed cheese and meat slices. He finally decided to go to the gym, so
he grabbed his mountain bike and locked up his apartment. When he
arrived he found his regular trainer busy, and decided to just use the
machines he liked instead, or in some cases, the ones that offered him the
best view.
Michael always said that there was nothing hotter than aerobics
classes, and he attentively watched breasts and asses bounce in unison to
the latest Jane Fonda knockoff. In his more alcoholic and honest
moments, he’d mentioned a desire to just wander through the rows of
women like this, dancing gleefully as they cavorted and
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moved around him, while he fondled & watched from every angle.
Michael showered distractedly, trying not to give in to the urge to do
sight-comparisons with the other clients. Between the exercise and
aerobic eye-candy, Michael had worked himself up quite a bit, and went
straight home to play with his ample collection of porno.
This time he decided to put on one of his tapes, after carefully
closing the blinds and locating something he didn’t feel bad about
shooting a load onto. Since it was mid-afternoon, and he had nowhere
particular to go, he took his time.
Halfway through he switched tapes, thinking it might work better,
but eventually he went into his room, and found his favorite copy of
Hustler. He ran through the usual fantasy that normally seemed to work,
but he wasn’t getting anywhere imaging two girls trying to please him,
and as a last resort said out-loud to the picture he was looking at, “If I
make you cum, will you do the same?”
He had no idea where that came from, but it worked almost instantly,
and it took him a moment to recover his breath. After he cleaned up, he
wiped away the sweat on his forehead, and changed his clothes again. He
made a mental note to do his laundry soon.
It was getting late, so he loaded a quick bowl and smoked it as he
drove to Wendy’s, where he picked up his dinner. He then went to
Scott’s house to shoot some hoops. It had become a regular routine for
the boys to drink beer and play some b-ball before going out.
As they all stood around, their lips wrapped around the bottleneck of
something micro-brewed, they all talked shit about each other’s game.
Between calling each other homos and trying to dis each other’s family,
girlfriends, or skills, it had gotten pretty late. Jason suggested that they
hit a few bars, and possibly a strip club, but it wasn’t followed up by
much enthusiasm, and instead they continued to play until the streetlights
turned on.
Scott offered to smoke a bowl with everyone before he went to bed,
and they soon found themselves sitting in a circle, laughing as Jason
unconsciously caught himself singing along with the radio and scratching
himself constantly. Before long they’d loaded up another pipe, and by
this time Jason had passed out.
They debated dragging him out to Scott’s car, so they could drive him
to his ex’s house and leave him on her couch. But Michael was pretty
tired, and instead suggested they just write something in sharpee on his
hands. On his knuckles they wrote “love” and “hate,” and on his palms
they wrote, “Don’t forget to jerk off.”
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“I bet he spanks it, like, all the time. Can’t get a girlfriend to save his
life. What a homo,” Scott said. He motioned for Michael to punch it in,
but Michael was waiting for his head to clear enough so he could drive
home. He sipped his beer and tried to remember what time he had to be
at work on Monday.
Eventually Michael walked home, deciding it wasn’t worth waiting to
sober up. The walk was long, but he enjoyed the monotony of it to help
clear his head. The moon shimmered in his mind, and the smell of the
trees reminded him of camping.
If only the weather would hold out, just a bit longer. He could use a
camping trip. He could ride his mountain bike on some trails, maybe do
some fishing. Before he could even remember what kind of bait he liked
using, he was already home, unlocking his door in a repeated motion that
he’d done hundreds of times in much-more intoxicated states.
The walk had helped, but he wasn’t feeling tired just yet. He went
into the kitchen to make another sandwich, and noticed he’d left his
coffeemaker on all day. Panic set it. It was a regular fear that he would
forget to turn it off, and later would return to find his apartment had
burned down, and everything he owned was gone.
Or, even worse, the fire department had put the fire out, and in
surveying the damage, found his soiled shorts, or his half-burned copies
of Swank. This time, he was lucky; the coffeemaker had merely burned
what was left in the pot, creating a black sludge that smelled awful while
he tried to clean it.
He debated weather or not to put up a note on his front door, visible
at eye level, that read, “Coffeemaker,” in an effort to help him remember
to turn it off. He quickly jettisoned this idea, as he concluded it would be
pointless. He would just forget to read the note instead, and would be
embarrassed when the firemen came to his apartment and saw that.
Or, even worse, when his friends did.
After cleaning up the coffeemaker, he sat on his couch and tried to
watch TV. He was hoping that mindlessness would take hold, that he
could drift off with the image of something else in his head.
Instead, a recurring fantasy he had never told anyone about came to
mind, and he looked around again to make sure no one was watching
him. As he faded into blissful sleep, the image of a woman that he knew
– a woman he loved and cared for – came toward him, and said, “Yes, of
course I’ll marry you. I’ll never leave you. You’re always so considerate,
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so thoughtful. Not like other men. I was even looking at a cute house
we could move into just the other day...”
He never knew how to react.
“Never Forget”

“Cappuccino Hallucinations?”
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“...Like We Used To?”
“How’s your coffee?”
She stirred it with a swizzle stick. “I don’t know yet. I haven’t tried
it.” She looked up at him, and smiled briefly before looking away down
the street.
He grabbed his own cup off the table and took a sip. “I see it’s
already started.” He took out a cigarette and lit it.
“Did I tell you what happened to James?” she said as he reached over
to grab the ashtray off a neighboring table.
“Did he change the subject suddenly, too?” Smoke pushed its way
out of his nostrils as if to accentuate his sigh.
“I just thought you’d be interested.” She frowned before she broke
eye contact. “I thought you quit.”
“I did.”
“You quit quitting.”
“Don’t start with me.”
“I wouldn’t have to if you’d actually stopped.”
He exhaled across the table at her, but she was looking elsewhere.
“That one sounds recycled,” he said. “Did I read that in your
column?”
“We’re off to a running start, aren’t we?” She sipped her coffee, then
wrinkled her nose as she set it down. “It doesn’t have to be like this, you
know.”
“So you keep telling me.” He took another drag and crushed it out in
the ashtray. Then, in a register several notes higher. “How have you
been? Fine, thank you. Oh really? Is that true? You’re kidding...” He
tried to look her in the eyes, but hers were like wasps, bopping around
without landing on anything particular.
“Well I wouldn’t mind having a pleasant conversation...”
“...Like we used to?” he asked, pointedly.
“I didn’t say that.”
“Uh huh.” He made a point of following the ass of a girl walking by.
“I know you didn’t. You never do. It’s your way.”
“Should we discuss yours, then?” she rounded on him.
“Has it ever done us any good?” Their eyes finally met, and then
repelled from each other like similarly charged magnetic poles.
The damp pavement around them dried in the sun. A car horn
honked down the street. There were people everywhere, but their
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conversations were muted and distant.
“Why did you call me?” he asked as he adjusted his hair.
She pushed her seat back. “Why did you call me back?”
He narrowed his eyes, and then reached for his pack again.
“Do you have to?”
He lit another cigarette and said, “I saw a great show the other day.
Four bands for five dollars. At that price, only one of them has to be any
good to get your money’s worth.” He shook out his match.
She sighed. “You say that every time. Anyone I know?”
“Mike’s new band.”
“The March?”
“Nah. That was last year. Can’t remember exactly. Something in
Fathoms, or something. Whole new band. Tom turned me on.”
“I always liked his songs,” she said, absently.
“I know.” He exhaled away from her, this time.
She tilted her head back and watched the clouds, block the sun
temporarily. “I saw him a week ago, ya know?”
“Yeah. He told me.” He leaned in closer. “We talk pretty often.”
He sat back as she rolled her eyes.
“Do you ever stop?” she asked. “You’re like a broken record. The
same routine, every time. It’s like you practice it or something.”
“I had a dream about you the other day,” he blurted out.
“Oh, this ought to be good.” She pushed her chair back. “I’ll be
back.” She went inside and toward the front counter. The staff glared as
she asked for the key, but their comments as she left were kept to a
minimum.
She went to the back where the bathroom was, and unlocked the
door. She quickly took care of her business, and made her way to the
sink to wash her hands.
As she glanced in the mirror, something glitched, and suddenly she
saw her entire life play out in front of her eyes on the surface. The
images were fast, but she recognized moments from her past.
There was the time she skipped school in Jr. High to have sex with
her older boyfriend, and the time she drank too much and totaled her
parents’ car when she was visiting from college. Every physical
examination, every pizza she ordered when she was too lazy to cook for
herself, every trashy novel she read, and every sex toy she optimistically
bought when she was feeling depressed, was there.
She watched herself callously dump boyfriend after boyfriend when
she had just graduated college, and she watched herself get
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dumped at least twice by people she wanted to settle down with. She saw
herself go to the hospital when she broke her arm, take her car to get her
oil changed, go to a friend’s house to take care of the plants and the cat,
and guiltily masturbate mere hours after she had drunkenly declared she
never felt the need to do so anymore.
She heard every lie, every truth, every nit she picked, and every
excuse she ever used for any reason at all. She saw every piece of
clothing she ever owned, and every store she bought them in. She saw
her parents when she had loved them as a child, hated them as a teenager,
loved them grudgingly in her 20s, and held petty things against in the
years since. She saw all five of her bosses, even the one that made a pass
at her, and the other one that she had (successfully) made a pass at, but
refused to go down on her no matter how often she returned the favor.
She also saw things she didn’t recognize, sometimes with people she
knew, and sometimes with strangers. She looked different too, but a lot
of the things she did were familiar, part of her usual routines.
As she watched all this – and much, much more – a sheen of herself,
now, in a restroom, reflected off the surface of the life playing out in the
mirror at high speed. She could see herself, washing her hands, and
straightening her clothes. But behind this lay the endless parade that was
every moment of her life, with nothing left out or summarized or casually
forgotten or condensed into another similar event.
She touched the mirror. It continued without interruption.
While the images played quickly enough to run through her entire life
several times over, as she watched them as she recalled everything in full
detail, as it actually happened, but from the here and now. Her head
began to throb and ache as she tried to make sense of the time dilation,
but looking away did not break the spell.
She let a couple more cycles pass, until her legs began to feel weak,
and she was sure they would give out on her entirely if she kept looking.
She left the room, but her vision was blurry, and she walked slowly, as if
the world was at a distance. She slowly worked her way through the cafe,
past the older gentleman scribbling dirty limericks from the bathroom
walls into his notebook, interrupted only by the sarcastic comments from
the server about how they didn’t mind if she kept the key. She turned
around and put it on the counter, then went back outside.
“How was it?” he casually asked.
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“Hmmmmm?” She furrowed her brow and tried to return to the
world around her. She blinked several times and shook her head.
“Are you okay?” He tried to look her in the eye, and had to swoop
his head down, then up again, to get the right angle.
“Oh my god!” He recoiled. “Are you high? Holy shit, I had no
idea...”
“Knock it off. You know I don’t do that. I just don’t feel good.”
“You pregnant?”
She threw her head back and looked at him in total shock. “What?”
“Honest question. Maybe you were throwing up. Morning
sickness...” The look in her eye was answer enough. “Sorry.”
“Not funny,” she said.
“You’re really not feeling well.”
“No, it’s not that.” She paused, trying to answer the question herself.
“I just…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I just lost it for a second.
I’m fine now.”
“I can go...”
“No, it’s fine. I just don’t think I can finish this.” She pushed her
cup away.
They sat in silence. The sun came back out, continuing to dry the
pavement.
He took another sip of his coffee.
“I missed you,” he said suddenly.
“What?”
“That’s why I called you back. I won’t lie; I missed you.”
She looked up at him. “How’d you do that?”
“Do what?” His eyes popped out slightly as he raised his eyebrows.
“Say something earnest?” She smiled.
He was shocked, but recovered quickly. “I didn’t say what I missed.”
“Suuuuuure. But I bet it’s all in that dream you had.”
“Go to hell,” he said as he turned away while toying with his coffee
cup.
She tilted her’s so she could look at the surface of it. She only saw
her face gazing back. She let it recline to its normal, standing position.
“Already been there,” she said, reassuringly.
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Dancing About Architecture
I. Hands Down, My First Band Was My Worst Band.
Tom sat at a dilapidated desk next to a large, four drawer filing
cabinet. The entire thing was made of metal, and Tom had inherited it
from a friend of his that had kept far more files in a previous
lifetime. Nathan had spotted the desk in an alley, and they later retrieved
it with the use of Tom’s van, under the cover of night.
Both the desk and the cabinet were coated in stickers and cutout
personal ads from Phobos & Deimos. In the opposite corner of the room
was a small love seat, next to a huge shelf containing a Frankensteinesque stereo system, an assortment of ‘zines, records, books, CDs, and a
stack of The Savage Sword of Conan magazines. Everything in the room was
coated in a thick nicotine sheen.
“It’s time,” Mike said. Tom looked up from a notebook he’d been
scribbling in.
He put the pencil down and leaned back in his chair, until his head
touched the wall behind him. He was tall, extremely skinny, bald before
his time, and had the occasional tattoo poking out from beneath his
clothes. Cool seeped out of every pore in his body, but he tended to
brush it off with a shrug when it came to business.
“We’ve got a 40 minute set.” Mike cleared his throat and put his left
hand in his pocket. “I mean it; we’re ready to play.”
Tom smiled wide, leaned forward, and began to stand up. “You
don’t know how long I’ve been waiting to hear that.” He dropped the
needle on 1000 Hurts. “Build anticipation much?” He sat back down
again and pulled open the drawer in the middle of the desk.
“I know, I know.” Mike took a seat. “Get three perfectionists in a
room together and they think they can just go on forever.” Tom eyed a
calendar now lying open on his desk. “You can re-write until the cows
come home and it’s still not done.”
Tom looked at a point on his wall that contained one of many small
posters, this one of a spider, caught in its own web, as a fly slowly made
its way toward it.
Tom turned a few pages of the calendar.
“How about the 26th?” Tom said.
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“Works for me. What day of the week is that?”
Tom bobbed his head to the rhythm of the bass line. Two coats
hung neatly on a rack that was hidden behind the door.
“Saturday.”
Mike started to say something, but cut himself off. “Cool. We’ll
make some fliers and drop ‘em off later this week?”
Mike was, in many ways, Tom’s counterpart: a slightly older, slightly
shorter, and bespectacled version thereof. It was sometimes hard to tell
one from the other if they weren’t standing side by side.
“Sure. We’ll put a few in the windows.” Tom carefully started to
write a name in the square box with 26 in the corner. “Sounding In
Fathoms?”
“Uh, yeah.” Mike frowned for a moment. “No, that’s right. Yeah.”
“You gonna make me wait until then to hear it, too?” Tom said.
Mike turned slightly and eyed the chair behind him. “Well, we
haven’t really recorded...”
“I love this song,” Tom said, slightly hushed.
“I know!” Mike adjusted his arms on the rests, sending them on their
own missions.
“Haven’t really, or don’t want to?”
The color in Mike’s face changed slightly. “Well, we just don’t have
the right gear.”
“I know, I know.” Tom said.
“Do you mind?” Tom opened a drawer and pulled out an ashtray,
and put in on the far side of the desk. “Thanks.”
“I could bring in some gear. We could lay down a few songs in a
day. Polish a whole demo over a weekend. I’ve got a shit load of mics,”
Tom offered
Mike flicked his butt carefully. “Man, it would be sweet to have
something to sell at the show.”
“I’ll see who’s free, and get them to record it. How’s next weekend?”
Mike looked at the ceiling and then violently put out his smoke. “I’ll
ask the boys to make sure, but I think they’ll be stoked.” He tapped his
knee with his index finger. “Fuck yeah.”
“And the week after,” Tom rolled his chair beneath his desk,
“you help me fold ‘zines?”
Mike opened the door and stepped out. “Shit man, another one?
Didn’t you just put one out?”
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“Deal?” said Tom. He closed the door.
Forty seconds later Mike came back for his forgotten coat. Tom’s
stayed securely on the rack, though.
II. You Can Take The Actor Out Of The Movie
Tom blinked twice the following day, and took a pull from his cold
coffee. There were about 10 people huddled around some lights, and a
large camera pointed under the shittiest bridge in town. A man in casual
clothes and an ironic Ira Glass ponytail stepped back to survey the scene.
“I think we should do one more run-through before we shoot it. Is
that cool?” said Nathan. He had a certain amount of smarm to the way
he talked, as if everything – jokes included – was a dead serious matter.
Tom looked around and listened to the murmurs. He finally
swallowed the coffee, and blinked a few more times.
Three people gathered under the bridge and began to stand at their
marks. Nathan walked over to them and began to move his hands
without any particular relationship to the way he talked.
“Now, there shouldn’t be a lot of emotion in the scene. Jim & Tony,
you two are dead tired, and all your lines are delivered flat, even though
that isn’t exactly how you feel.”
He turned.
“Shelia, you’re trying to act cool, but you’re nervous, so you
compensate by following Jim & Tony’s lead. Your first line is upbeat,
but you become more and more flat as the scene progresses. Dig?”
All three nodded. “Yeah.”
“Cool.” Nathan sat back down. “Give it a run-through.”
“Story of my life,” said Tom.
“Excuse me?”
“Nothing.” Tom fingered the cup’s plastic lid. “How much
longer?”
Nathan turned slightly in his seat. “Who knows? People keep
quitting, parts getting re-cast. I still haven’t found an apartment I can use
for some interiors.”
“What about my place?” Tom offered.
Nathan made a noise that sounded like a grunt and an expletive
combined.
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“Well, I might have found some recording work for you.”
“Yeah?” Nathan said, distracted.
Tom nodded. “Some friends of mine, they need a demo. I said I’d
help ‘em out. I’ll bring in the gear I have at the club, but I need someone
who car run a board.”
“Anything worth recording?”
Tom sat in thought on this a moment. “Definitely.”
Nathan looked at a point between his actors and Tom, craning his
eyes to the right to keep them in focus. “Of course.” He leaned back.
“How much?”
Tom eyed a passing girl with red hair, who was watching the sunrise
with interest. Eventually she turned the corner and disappeared. Tom
sighed. “How about 10 hours in our editing booth?”
“No shit?” Nathan said loudly, looking straight at him.
“Not between us,” Tom said, quietly.
Nathan gritted his teeth at the confused looks of his actors who had
suddenly stopped. “Sorry,” he offered. They started again.
He lowered his voice. “Does this mean I have to be at your beck and
call with my camera every time you need a favor?”
“Nope.” Tom blinked and wiped something else out of the corner of
his eye. “Just once, on the 26th.”
“I thought so.” Nathan smashed out a cigarette on the ground next
to him. “Another crappy band, I expect?”
“Same one, actually. Should I lie, or tell you I love them?”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Shelia.
Nathan glanced at his cell phone and pressed a button. “Jesus, we’ve
only been at it for 30 minutes.”
Tom noticed Nathan’s Cell, and moved some more coffee around
the inside of his mouth before swallowing. “Late start?”
“Nearly on time, actually,” He said out of the corner of his mouth,
and began to sequentially pat his pockets.
Tom produced a lighter and offered it to Nathan. With his other
hand, Tom turned off the Silent Mode on Nathan’s cell.
“Thanks.”
“$10? Highway robbery,” said Tony.
Tom wrinkled his forehead and worked his mouth for a moment
without saying anything. “Who wrote this?” he finally ventured.
Nathan stood up again.
“Good, good. Let’s shoot this one for real, now.” He sat down
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again and took a steaming cup of Cafe Ignoble from a woman that walked
up to him.
“Action!”
Tom adjusted himself and flipped open his own phone, tapping away
with his thumb.
“It means exactly that, man. Chill,” said Jim.
Suddenly White Riot began to play loudly from Nathan’s pocketed
phone.
“Cut!”
Tom laughed as the actors looked around, confused.
In one simple gesture from Nathan, Tom’s cold coffee spilled all over
his pants & shirt.
“Shit, you know I don’t have a washer or dryer!”
“Serves you right,” said Nathan.
“Now what are you gonna do?”
III. Like A Record, Baby, Round Round, Right Round
Tom walked into the nearest Laundromat he could find wearing an
old pair of filthy jeans and a Boris promotional t-shirt he got in the mail a
year ago, both kept in his filing cabinet for just such emergencies.
He retrieved a box of detergent from the vending machine, and
noticed a girl near the back, taking clothes from a washer and putting
them into a dryer. She wore a tight pair of jeans over fairly large hips, a
button-up shirt with a ‘70’s floral print on it, glasses, and red hair pulled
back in one long braid.
She looked familiar for some reason.
Tom walked directly toward her.
“Are you using this machine?” he pointed at a large, industrial size
washer.
“Oh, no. By all means.”
“Thanks,” he said.
She glanced at him quickly, and returned to her clothes. “I think I’ve
seen you around before,” she offered.
“Oh really?” he smiled.
“Where do you work?” she asked.
“Well…” he said. “I’m a City Inspector for Laundromats.”
She shook her head carefully. “Really.”
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He nodded. “I take laundry around town and rate the ‘mats on
various criteria.”
She looked back at her clothes, half loaded into a dryer, smelling like
detergent and a damp animal. “Okay.”
He continued: “Cleanliness, accessibility, and a brief paragraph about
the regulars.”
“How do you know?” she said absently, finishing up with her current
load.
“Well, if there’s garbage in the corner...”
She turned and looked him up and down.
“Cute,” she offered.
“You asked,” he said, and frowned slightly.
He topped off his machine and began to put in quarters.
“I think you’re lying,” she said abruptly, leaning against her nowrunning dryer.
He arched an eyebrow. “Really?”
“It seems rather suspicious that you would come into an empty
Laundromat and pick the one washer that’s near the only other patron.”
“Maybe I’m lonely?” he offered.
“That’s what I’m afraid of.” She smiled, then hopped onto her dryer,
picking up her book.
He looked around consciously, and then produced some paper and a
pen. He started scribbling furiously.
He said aloud, “Fairly clean, good detergent selection, but the
regulars are standoffish.”
“You know,” she said, not looking up from her copy of Numbers in
the Dark, “if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you act just like one of the
snippy employees at Eisenstein’s.”
His exaggerated movements slowly ground to a halt. “Oh.”
She looked up and caught his eyes with her own. “I think you know
my friend Mike.”
“I see,” he said, and looked down at his feet.
He walked over to the waiting area, and picked over the abused
magazines on the table, his face now a bright traffic light red.
She waited until he was sitting, and then said, “It was a great lie,
though, if that means anything.”
He turned back, a new emptiness to his face. “So was that one.”
“Oh, a smart-ass, too,” she said, easing her entire length slowly off
the dryer, the book’s spine cracking a bit as it supported her
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weight momentarily. She stood up and smiled. “You must be a big hit at
parties.” She slowly inched her way toward him.
He turned away and looked at a water-damaged copy of People. “You
could always ask Mike.”
She stopped, frozen in her tracks. He turned a few more pages trying
to feign interest, but didn’t look back.
IV. Close, But No Cigar
There was a thick layer of moisture that muffled all sound. A canopy
of trees overhead rained down on the ground below. Most of the brush
was clumped together, and paths criss-crossed the entire
area. Occasionally a bird would fly through, and a few squirrels came out
here and there.
Mike pulled back some fallen leaves. “How do you know where to
look?”
Nathan tossed a branch aside. He picked up a chanterelle and placed
it in a paper-lined army surplus bag. “I don’t.”
“What?” Mike said. He stepped over a puddle and worked his way
over.
Nathan turned around almost completely before something caught
his eye. “I just wander around and hope for the best.” Nathan bent over
and picked up another couple at the base of a tree.
Mike found a stick and scraped something off his shoe. “How’s it
coming along, anyway? The movie?”
“Shhhhh!” said Nathan. “Come here.”
Mike walked over and saw a patch of chanterelles clinging to the side
of a stump. “So these are the ones,” he said quietly.
“Uh huh,” said Nathan. “Once you get a feel for the kinds of placess
they like, it’s a lot easier to find ‘em.”
“Yeah,” said Mike. He looked at his empty bag. “Sounds familiar.”
“Take Shelia,” he continued. “She likes group scenes, so you gotta
have her with at least two other people or she just can’t cut it.” Nathan
closed his bag and handed it to Mike. “It’s kinda lame
when you have to re-write a scene, but I get a better performance out of
her.” He settled Mike’s bag at his hip and re-arranged the paper lining.
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Mike moved his weight to his other feet. “It’s like writing a song.”
Nathan nodded. “Sort of. How’s your group doin’, anyway?”
“I’ve been coming with you on these outings for months now, and I
still never find anything.”
Nathan looked at Mike’s back, who was turned away to scan the trees
above him. “No wonder you never say much about the band.”
Mike sighed. Nathan turned to his right and began to work his way
through some brush.
“I wouldn’t let it get to you.” Nathan placed a few more chanterelles
in Mike’s bag. “At first I never found anything either.”
Mike looked at a fallen tree and started walking toward it. “I’m
sorry. I shouldn’t complain; the drive out here was beautiful.”
A rabbit leaped out of a bush and ran straight through Nathan’s
legs. He wobbled a bit, but caught his footing quickly.
Mike cocked his head. “What was that? Did something
happen?” Mike turned around.
“It’s okay,” said Nathan. He waved his hands around. “Apparently
nature decided to remind me where I am.”
Mike turned back to his tree. “It’s the one bill I always forget to pay:
attention.”
Nathan pulled a few chanterelles out from some exposed
roots. “We’ll eat like kings tonight!”
“Hey, what are you doing on the 26th, by the way?”
“Busy. Friend of mine asked me to lend him a hand with some
filming work.” Nathan closed the flap on Mike’s bag. “Why?”
Mike picked up a couple chanterelles from the log. “Oh,
nothing.” Mike smiled in the hopes Nathan wouldn’t notice his
disappointment.
V. Three Points Determine a Plane
That night at a local watering hole, the smoke was thick as all manner
of noise invaded from every direction. Most of the tables were covered
in glasses, bottles, cans, and ashtrays that all shared their tasks with each
other. The TVs were all tuned to Spike with the
closed captioning on. The place was packed.
“I ran into that guy you know. Tom,” she said.
“Yeah?” said Mike.
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She took another sip of beer. “Yeah.” She produced a slim, pink
cigarette with a gold filter, and lit it. “He’s kinda odd.”
Mike glanced around the place, making eyes at the door every time
someone came in. “Huh.”
She waved at Mike, and then took another drag. He failed to
respond in any way. “What does that mean?”
Mike looked at her. “What does what mean?”
“You don’t seem surprised.”
“Dude, he’s Tom.” Mike took a slug of his whiskey. “Tom’s just…
Tom. What am I supposed to say?”
She took a pull off her smoke and exhaled slowly. “Working at that
place has screwed all y’all up.”
Mike let out a half-controlled laugh. “Right. Maybe you’re
right.” He sipped his whiskey. “Nobody can work there without a few
loose screws.”
She looked at the stage, with the instruments sitting in their places,
unmanned. “That place would be a shithole if it weren’t for the shows
they put on.”
“That’s not true.” Mike frowned. “It’s a pretty cool scene, and Tom
puts his heart into running that place.”
She smiled. “It’s a shithole, dude.”
“Fuck you.” He eyed the door again. “Are Ryan & Crystal coming?”
She shrugged. “If they aren’t busy fucking, then maybe.” She
exhaled. “Any good shows coming up?”
“I see how it is. ‘Shithole shithole shithole.’ But if Hella is coming
through town, you desperately need a hookup.”
“That’s not true.” She took a few puffs. “I’d do the same for the
Champs, too.”
Mike shook his head, and then said, “I can get you on the list for the
26th.”
“Really?” Her eyes lit up.
“I’m gonna call you Miss Double Standard.”
She frowned. “Who’s playing, dick?”
Mike gulped a huge swig of his beer back. “Some friends of
mine.” Mike looked her in the eyes. “I’m sort of lending a hand. At the
show.”
“Oh.”
“Don’t sound so excited,” Mike said.
“I mean, are they cool?”
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Mike shook his head. “I think so.”
“Will Tom be there?”
Mike rolled his eyes and affected a tone. “He only runs the place; I
doubt it.”
She shook her head. “I think he was trying to pick me up.”
“Sure,” Mike said flatly.
“Or it might have been the other way around. I can’t tell.” She drug
her cigarette and looked past Mike.
“Okay.” Mike took another slug, then looked back at her.
“What?”
“Is he seeing anyone?” she asked.
“No no no.” He looked her in the eye again. “Did I hear you right?”
“I need to use the bathroom,” she said.
“Hot enough for ya?” Mike said.
“I shouldn’t have said anything,” she began to get up.
“Right. Because not talkin’ won him over instantly.” Mike sipped his
drink, but kept his eyes focused on her.
She frowned suddenly, and sat at the edge of the booth. Mike
laughed.
“Now I’m totally putting you on the list.”
“Is it weird that I tried to pick him up at a Laundromat?” she asked.
“Compared to all the other places?” Mike laughed.
She stood up. “That fucking place. Comebacks must be part of the
training.” She walked toward the bathrooms.
Mike finished his whiskey. “They sure don’t teach us how to be
cryptic as fuck,” he yelled after her.
VI. Eisenstein’s Theory of Montage
A few days later, Tom saw Mike through a crowd, near the stage, and
made his way toward him.
“Hey man, whadid ya think?” said Tom.
“Awesome! Those guys were fucking great!” Mike put his left hand
on Tom’s shoulder, and shook with his right.
“Well, I do my best. You want a drink?”
Mike motioned to a nearby pint of beer. “Thanks anyway.”
“Just so long as you don’t start complaining about the
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cover.” Tom glanced around the room, his line of sight intersecting with
different parts of the crowd.
“I know. ‘$10? Highway robbery!’”
“Right... fuckoff.” Tom smiled. A sudden sensation of déjà vu came
over him, but he tried to ignore it.
Mike sat down on the floor, and Tom followed.
Tom’s eyes darted around the room. “You looking forward to
recording tomorrow?”
“Don’t ask with such enthusiasm, dude.” Mike took a sip as he tried
to follow Tom’s gaze.
Tom looked back in Mike’s direction. “Sorry. I’m distracted.”
Mike adjusted his legs so his left was elevated above his right. “I
could tell.” Mike produced a joint, and Tom palmed it
immediately. “You clearly need to split this with me.”
Tom looked around once more, then said. “Let’s use my office.”
Mike patted him on the back. “Dude, who’re you lookin’ for? Mike
laughed. “Miss Right?”
“No one,” Tom said.
“Right. Her name is Coco, you know?”
Tom smiled thinly and stepped aside and let Mike in first.
Mike said, “You know…” but then cut himself off and smiled. He
moved a pair of jeans and a t-shirt from the chair and sat down in it.
“You’re overthinking.” Mike passed it to Tom.
“Is that what you think?” Tom asked
“You just gotta let things happen.” Mike smiled even more. “Just
relax, man. You’d be surprised by how random shit like that can be.”
“I don’t know,” he said, exhaling. “There always seems to be some
kind of pattern to it, if you ask me.”

“Template #1”
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The Teenager in All of Us
The car’s lights turned off. The engine wound down in the empty lot.
The moon hung in the sky. It cast little light on where the car had
parked.
Two passengers held cigarettes. The red tips winked in the night.
Faint music played on the radio. The driver was a brunette. She held her
cigarette out the window between drags. The passenger nervously turned
his over and over in his fingers. He regularly took quick puffs and
flicked it often. Occasionally he glanced at her. He would quickly look
back at the dashboard afterward.
When she was done smoking she tossed it out the window. She said,
“This’ll work.” She reached over to put her hand on his leg. She began
stroking his inner thigh. She leaned in for a kiss. He tensed when this
happened. His eyes widened. He took a final drag, then ground it out in
the ashtray. He turned to face her. His mouth was open.
“Shhhhh,” she said. She kissed him again. She unbuckled his belt
and lowered his pants. She climbed over the parking brake. He
struggled with the seat lever until it slid back. She began to stroke him
quickly. She used the mess he’d already left in his boxers as lubrication.
He began to fumble with her shirt and pants. Every move he made was
blocked by her own efforts with him.
“Just, let me…” she said. He pulled his hands away to let her finish.
He lay back in the seat and sprayed everywhere. She sat there with her
hands on his dick, trying to contain the mess. She rolled her eyes. She
quickly glanced around the car. When he had recovered she was already
in the driver’s seat again. She cleaned herself up and tossed the nowdamp McDonald’s napkins in his lap. She lit another cigarette and
sighed. He put himself to work cleaning up. Every time he looked over
at her, she was looking somewhere else.
“Now what?” she asked. His eyes darted from star to star, trying to
follow her gaze, but it seemed hopeless. He lit another cigarette too, and
tossed the napkins out the window. She started the car and began to
drive away before he could answer.

65

This Is Not a Metaphor
I: Inventor
I was the brains of the operation.
Not that we made those kind of distinctions, nor was it really an
operation. Perhaps it was only minor surgery. It could have been
considered a check-up, too. We could easily fill in for each other if need
be, and we often did without question. But if we had to choose chief
surgeon, it was me. I was the idea man, really. Razor sharp. Of the
three of us, that was indisputable. I had all the best ones, at least.
Sweet was the first. It never occurred to anyone before. No one felt
the need. What was the point? It didn’t mean anything, except literally.
Literally was worthless these days. No one wanted to really know what
you had to say; they’d listen if they did. So we redesigned it. Gave it a
face lift by changing it from within.
It wasn’t flavor, only an affirmative; it made more sense to me that
way. I dropped it once in the lunchroom to two blank stares. You could
hear it hit the table, it was so awkward. They may have been part of the
team, but they couldn’t catch something like this. It was pure gibberish;
made less cents than the Depression. Preparation wouldn’t have done
them any good; nobody was ready for that kind of bomb. Not even
Japan. Why should they be? They were used to temperatures and aweful slang. But taste? Even those used to countering bitter coffee needed
to let the background radiation fade before they could approach this one.
But they both eventually picked it up, like a quarter on the sidewalk.
Didn’t really take them long, either. They used it everywhere.
Grandparents squinted when they heard us toss it around, worried we
might break something. They thought ideas were like glass, and we were
lobbing sugar-coated stones. Teachers shook their heads and tried to
repair the damage. But there was little they could do. Comprehension
was lost, and we’d hid it carefully within five strung-together symbols.
What more could they have asked for?
We would stick our hands deep into our pockets to drive the point
home. We spent hours looking at our shoes, and we pulled out my
creation as we were followed by telephone poles late at night. We
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were careful, though. You couldn’t use it too much; you couldn’t force it
or you’d run out. Like our short supply of smokes, we didn’t want it to
get used up.
Night-sky comrades criss-crossing our paths heard it sparingly. We
were as cautious with it as we were at crosswalks.
Cars were real, after all.
But for most people, looking both ways died with the dinosaurs.
They’re accident prone, after all, and most prefer to make a spectacle.
Something gratuitous for the five o’clock news. It wasn’t long before it
was on every corner, like shattered windshield glass, or a dented mailbox.
It came like bubble gum from a rubbernecking cheerleader. It was on
everyone’s tongue, like Windowpane or Purple UFO.
It was hard to fit in your mouth after that. It didn’t taste the same,
not anymore. The flavor was gone. When it’s been around that much,
it’s time to put it under the desk and move on. Like when you get caught
loitering: just go. Take off.
We needed something salty now anyway.
There was only one place you could go to get French Fries late. The
sun was down, and the big rigs sat tall outside. Sometimes we idled next
to them, taking careful hits. A flask here, a pipe there, some perforated
understanding over there. Crush those butts. Kick each other’s before
you go inside. Get it out of your system, all the nonsense. It was just too
perfect: fries with fry.
Ranch Dressing. It started as a joke; a Fried Potato Salad. When it
arrived, nobody laughed, though. Looks of horror crossed their faces. It
was the lunchroom all over again. Was it even edible? They were sure I
was out of my nut, but I didn’t care. It was just another invention, only a
different flavor. I took our order and dipped it in the joke. I savored its
hilarity, not really knowing if I liked this kind of comedy. But I had to
know what I was doing. I was the brains.
They both dove in shortly afterward.
The sidewalk always acted as our guide, and we followed it
everywhere, every night, to the same finite number of locations. Small
town; it was bound to happen. Drugs were often too expensive, and it
was hard to tap people who were 21. You could spend all night tapping
that keg; most of them time it was blown, and served up foam, or worse.
You always got burned no matter how cold the beer was; better to do so
with winking nicotine tips and keep walking. Sooner or later, you’d need
the Fries, and there was only one place at night to get those. Small town,
ya know.
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News travels fast, but trends travel at the speed of Cable. We came
in one night and saw others. Same clothes, same age. The smoking
section, full, and the non-smokers held potatoes covered in our punch
line like stubby cigars. They ate it up, completely. We stared at our
shoes again. Our eyes were nearly always on them these days. It was
where you looked for inspiration.
The well wasn’t completely dry. We still had our sidewalk, and we
were sick of being followed by others; it was time to follow, like the
phone lines. Our guide lead us everywhere. It split open the world and
laid bare any path we wanted. We could get lost in our guide; we tried to
nearly every night. And therein lay the problem: it was becoming routine,
one foot in front of the other. People forget that everything is linked.
As I relieved myself on the corner of a building, it came to me. It was
time to kick things into gear, our soles be damned.
I took an old pair one night and tossed them into the sky. My means
of transportation crossed the lines of communication. They hung there,
outside my window, like a spent contraceptive on a clothesline. When I
showed my companions, they were both impressed; they get this one
right away. My finest invention. They set out to flatter me immediately.
Intellectual property theft. Between the three of us they were everywhere.
They became our landmarks, the things we looked for while on our
guided walks. You couldn’t miss them if you knew where to look.
They were all planned. Different styles indicated districts. Like
farmers marking cattle, we branded the town. Low tops, high tops.
Loafers, sneakers. Our maps became unreadable coded messages. Left
at the Adidas. Two block North of the Chucks. If misusing flavor was
obfuscation, you needed a Lorenz to understand us now.
Soon enough, everyone else got into the act. Our maps were no
good. Left at the Nike’s didn’t work when there were 10 pairs to choose
from. They’ll all tell you a different story, though. Gang territory. Drug
Dealer’s house. Crime Scene Marker. Only the three of us knew the
truth.
We all looked at each other through our feet, speaking with our
buried hands, following our guide. My ideas were coming out of, and
going into, people’s mouths. They hung from the sky like a swollen
balloon on a summer night, for all the world to see. We all agreeed: no
one deserved more credit.
Of course, no one would receive it, either.
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II: Storyteller
I eventually found a job making stuff up. It didn’t pay well. Almost
nothing really does, or has. But at least it’s a job, and I’d convinced
myself I was good at it, which was my first mistake. She always tried to
convince me I was good at it, too, but it was worth it for her in the long
run.
I bought some stock in listening; she was that important. I could
afford to pay attention, even if I was bankrupt in every other way. This
skill only increased my value, even after she was gone. Others found my
meager portfolio charming, but there are always people willing to badly
convince you how good you might be.
Investments fluctuate, and sometimes the market crashes. It happens
almost all the time. Pots and pans hit the wall, glass shatters at
inopportune moments. It’s inevitable, and I always try to take a step
back when it does. Evaluate the situation; try to figure out which new
investor is causing the problem. I was the kind of businessman who had
my fingers in so many pies it was hard to say which one spoiled her
appetite. I’m sure the new girls all felt the same way, too.
It was time for a walk. The sidewalk never changes; it knows where
to go when your finances collapse, or when your rhetorical tropes
become stretched.
The stars were thick like oatmeal. The night looked like a bed sheet
wrapped around a bruise. I was looking to the sidewalk, its cracks
measuring my monologue, ticking off the mistakes, helping pass the time.
A lot needed to go by. I always got along with hour hands; my own were
the ones that got me in trouble.
I circled my house like a second hand. I looked at my feet, searching
my sole. I could hear her voice in my mind, asking where I was. I let it
whisper into the graveyard nearby, ignored. I lit up to put some more
distance between us. She would be waiting. She was good at that. If
only she was as predicable as the sidewalk. I should have bought stock in
that, instead.
I only had matches, so I stopped to take care of business; the wind
interrupts so many similar transactions. In the sulfur-filtered illumination
I caught a glimpse of a tie. It was in the wrong place. I had spent my
adolescence in friendly concert with telephone poles, while dropping
various things on the sidewalk, like slang. But they were always naked in
those days. They didn’t wear ties. The dress
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code had changed. I had to get the inside dig on the threads.
A metal grid of diamond-shaped holes stood between me and the
tombstones, and between the fence and my guide stood the Tied Pole.
He had two other companions, each with satellites for arms. To be
dressed this way made them tough as the nails driven into them, and as
wooden as a Chaucer reference. All three looked the same, save attire.
The second had only a pressed and buttoned shirt; the third, khaki slacks.
They were in tandem, all buzzing and secretive. I felt excluded and
voyeuristic and excited.
I thought about all the thoughts that ran between them. People
assume they’re communicating most of the time, but really they’re just
making stuff up. One-way conversations parading as two. Everyone’s
just like me, only they haven’t figured out how to make money at it. I
imagined everyone going on and on, spilling their guts, cutting
themselves open for someone else to see, without a cent to show for the
effort. I smiled at my noose-laden companion.
He cleared his throat, and said, “I know what you mean.” I didn’t
respond. He had the same look in his eyes that I get when I’m working.
Instead, I puffed to my good health and spent more money with my
attention broker, who could use a new investment.
He noticed me, and began to work a knife on himself :
“All three of us were there when the handgun went off. He was
staring at the Ocean, and we were in his field of vision. Grass and brush
everywhere. Central California was just terrible for him. He wasn’t
happy. Of course, he never was. But he was in the wrong place,
definitely. He needed a change.
“There was nothing we could do about it, sadly. We were just Xylem,
Cellulose & Lignin. That’s our names, too. I chalk it up to coincidence
again. Anyway, what could we do? He had made up his mind, and put a
bullet into it. All we could do was watch. I couldn’t even turn away.
“We couldn’t stop thinking about it. Have you ever witnessed that?
Probably not. You’re not dressed like you have, at least. It was just too
much for us. We had to talk it out. We’re not as strong as you. We can’t
bottle it and make money off it. It’s sour going down. The flavor’s all
wrong for the name it’s given. For us, communication was the only way
to get by. It became a hobby between us, something we got good at.
Telling, listening. It can go both ways with practice.
“Little did we know it was a career path, too. All three of us were
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chosen, another coincidence. The chainsaw scouts saw no need to beat
around the bush when it came to our qualifications. And as luck would
have it, all of us were shipped north. What are the odds? Hundreds of
miles from home, and we all end up here, where we can watch the
teenagers steal wine and screw when no one’s looking. Coincidence
doesn’t come close.
“And now we do what we’re best at: two-way storytelling.
Something we would have done anyway. More wooden odds have never
existed. It’s only fair to repay our employers. A professional look can
ensure job security. I sure don’t want to go anywhere. I can’t.”
I swore I heard a laugh. A faint buzz returned, and filtered through
the bruise-wrapped air. I asked, “How long have you been here?” just as
the fire-red stems of a brunette turned the corner, herself out for a stroll.
I’ve never seen such hate in a look from a woman. Lost her before I
could even blow it. She walked on.
I couldn’t get what I’d just heard out of my head. He wasn’t
repeating it, though. I was reeling. I tugged the line, trying to pull all of
it in. It wasn’t the first story like this I’d heard, but this was different.
Consider the source. I turned the crank in my head, slowly drawing in
the disparate pieces.
I thought I would need them when I got home. That it could serve
some as-yet-unseen purpose, somehow.
III: Educator
I’d come to find that I’d lived with Time for so long that it took me
years to realize his real name was Misery. He was about the size of a
Terrier, possibly smaller. Little ball of energy, actually, always bouncing
off the walls. Literally; he wasn’t much like an animal at all, but
occasionally acted like one. He would calm down at night sitting on the
couch, watching Jeopardy. Never knew the answers; got up to use the
bathroom occasionally. I cleaned up after him and fed him once a day in
a fairly clean dish, and cared enough to make sure he was still breathing if
I ever saw him lying around motionless. It was that sort of relationship.
Which was nice, since all my others were gone. Some would say I’d
become a hermit. Others would say dirty old man. Most women
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think it’s the same thing anyway. The few that still came around were
sniffing for checks, not my manhood or what that might impy. It was
better to go it alone these days. Heh. But really, it wasn’t so bad. Misery
was always there, getting into the garbage can for some mistakenly
thrown-away item, or drinking wine from a coffee mug in the bathroom
on Sunday morning. He was good at that kind of stuff.
The porch was a good place for us most of the time. When the
world wanted Misery, they would walk by and point. It was a good
spectacle for them. I’d try to make up all the things I’d forgotten, all the
while sandblasting what’s left with a high-powered Bourbon wash. The
crevices in my face hid the hours like Easter Eggs, and the gray stood
resolutely everywhere, sharply at attention, trying to give hints regarding
where to look and how much respect I should command.
I never liked the way I rested in my skin, though. It had never felt
comfortable, even as a kid. As if it belonged to someone else, and I was
borrowing it for a wedding.
Misery would yap loudly at my feet, trying to get attention. I did my
best to ignore him, and it worked most of the time.
Sometimes he’d make huge messes. He’d jump on the bookshelf,
between my own books and the stupid tripe I had dog-eared and broken
the spine of in High School. He would knock them to the carpet like a
glass feather in a pin-boy’s corral. Then he’d get into the 12”s, rooting
around, finding a center-hole to burrow through. There were hundreds
to choose from; insets he could easily nestle within. He thought he
belonged there. He wanted to make it his home, to be pleasantly spun to
sleep every night. I could never explain to him that it was just words &
sound. Time had diminished all meaning, just as it’d revealed his true
name. I was no longer affected anymore.
But Misery didn’t seem to think so.
Finally, I had had enough. A man can’t live like this forever; I didn’t
need him anymore. He simply cost too much. I was on a fixed income;
it comes with the liver spots. All my other companions had fled, and it
was time he did, too. He needed to run away, to be chased by telephone
pole fliers and strange city employees with overalls and free time. It was
too cliché at my age; bitter and forgetful, on my way to visit my ex’s
Mingling Midnight Graveyard Voice. I didn’t need to live up to the
stereotype anymore.
I opened the door in the late afternoon. The sun ineffectually
slumped off in the far distance like a deflated piece of sports
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equipment. I began to cook dinner. A breeze moved through the house.
I put on a sweater. He had an escape route, and I would ignore him.
That is how it would happen. In my mind, it already had.
I could hear him in the hall, sniffing, investigating the situation.
Carefully, cautiously. He thought it was a setup. I finally heard him yelp
from the porch, and then, nothing. Silence. I closed the door quickly
and relaxed. My rice soaked in its water. I threw back a shot, proud of
what I’d done. A smile crept on my face.
Celebrations went as planned. Dinner was doctor friendly, but the
libations were not. I investigated his nests, pulling out paperbacks &
vinyl that he’d pushed aside. The stereo hadn’t been that loud in years; I
drank away any memory of the words I read. I operated the remote like
a spastic child playing with some Christmas Tree’d video game. I even
made a call to one of those interested in padding her account, not sure if
I could even get it up again, but willing to find out. But still he didn’t
come back.
I should have known he wouldn’t.
The closet was musty. I grumbled. The wool scratched my neck; the
knit cap did nothing for my sparse scalp. It had been a while since I’d
done this. My guide felt strange and unfamiliar under my feet. The
cracks seemed different, the crosswalks were smaller. Everything was in
a different place. I was in a foreign land.
He was nowhere to be found. The world was good at hiding him
from plain sight, and always had been. The town had grown like my
insurance premiums, and seemed as bad-off as a barbed wire toothbrush.
I kept going. My breath was labored like a first date conversation, or the
bad sex at the end of it. My thoughts were gone. I’d already made them
all up, and spit them out. My guide would now show the way. It knew
what I was doing. It always had, even when I was young enough to
know everything.
I was led to a bench, and quickly used it. Breathing regulated itself.
The moon had disappeared, busy elsewhere, no doubt. There were
young couples pretending they had a future together, and young boys
inventing things and learning profound lessons and capturing the night
around them in carbonated bottles for their own twisted uses. I didn’t
need any of that. Not tonight.
I looked up and spotted a boy flicking ashes off his roof, unaware of
my presence. Hair like a cotton ball; wiry and awkward. He looked like
he was trying to make sense of it. I could see his parents watching TV
below him, through the window, unaware of his habit.
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He probably had just picked it up; two of his friends had shown him,
no doubt. He probably wasn’t even 15. His eyes sure looked that way,
focused on his soles. I noticed Misery panting contentedly, wearing the
wrong tags, just next to him on the roof. The boy ran his fingers through
him, distracted, unsure.
This was where I’d been going. It made sense. My guide had always
been straight with me, as he’d always done before. By design no less.
This boy would appreciate him more than I; it was the least I could do.
I’d been in this skin for too long, and it was time to give it up. In a way,
I’d always known it would come to that.
I took out the pocket knife I’d inherited from my grandfather, and
cut myself open from crotch to throat, for all the world to see. I hid
nothing, like a gutted fish. I carefully peeled back the flesh like
unwrapping a Tax Refund; it was no good to anyone in pieces. It had to
be whole.
Ranch came to my lips, but I couldn’t place the
flavor. I could see the diamond-cut holes in the fence
where her voice rang out. My heart was like one of my
useless investments. Or inventions. It was hard to tell
anymore.
I finished skinning myself, folding it as if I was
listening to Taps. When I was done, I tossed it in the
air. It carefully draped across the telephone line, right
in front of him, just within his reach. As I slipped
through the cracks in my guide, he began fingering it
carefully. I noticed that it fit him perfectly, and now I
could be his guide, instead.
I led him back to my house and we finished a
bottle of Old Crow. He came to visit me occasionally
as the years went on. Eventually he brought his
friends, too. I made stuff up for them, and they all
loved it. I lived another 15 years, uncomfortably at
times, and died peacefully in my sleep. He arranged a
beautiful ceremony, and I was happy to find out my
years as an atheist weren’t wasted.
Like I said: it isn’t a metaphor.
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The Library
It is hard for me to say where the urge to keep books initially came
from. I have devoted entire monographs to the subject before, but have
not been able to come up adequate reason that seemed believable. It
does not appear to be hereditary in any way; neither of my parents owned
many books themselves, and between them could barely come up with
the scant selection that fit on a single shelf above the mantel in our home.
Truly it was a sad sight to behold, and in my youth I relentlessly begged
them to buy more after having read each of them several times over,
worried that someone would catch us having so few in the house.
Despite my best efforts, I cannot recall a single time I discovered
them absorbed in reading, either. Not even a cookbook when mother
was preparing meals, or the financial paper that would occasionally turn
up on my father’s desk, when the carriage delivered him to our
townhouse after work. There were days I would stalk them, trying to
remain hidden, so I could finally catch a glimpse of them enjoying the
few bindings we owned.
Try as I might, I could never produce the right set of circumstances.
Instead, I had to settle for walking in on my schoolmates’ parents, but
the thrill of seeing them quickly compose themselves as I made my way
into their private rooms could hardly satiate me the way my imagined
encounters with my own parents would.
No, it seems that the joy of reading stemmed entirely from my Aunt
Laura. A matronly woman who was unable to attract a husband of her
own, she instead took to the trade of caring for children and households,
a job she could easily attract with her skill set. My parents had employed
her for as long as I could remember, and she was the only person I knew
who showed any interest in books, let alone reading them.
She was not my literal Aunt, of course, but had picked up the
nickname from some of the children she looked after. She was an
amazing woman with wide hips and powerful legs that climbed stairs,
chased errant youths, and helped keep her footing as she carried large
loads of laundry or food from the pantry. Her face was only just
betraying her age, with crow’s feet and features that spoke of experience,
and while her occupation never allowed her the
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opportunity to dress in a way that would accentuate it, I was clearly the
only one considerate enough to spend hours tracing the outlines of her
figure through the aprons and long dresses she wore, realizing how truly
beautiful she could have been.
None of these physical characteristics matched anything my thin and
pale mother exhibited, and many nights I would lie awake, imagining that
Aunty Laura would carry me away in a basket of towels, taking me to her
home where I could leave behind the drudgery of my afflicted,
unattractive and boorish parents.
Yes, it was Laura who read to me at night, before she had to pad off
to her own home on the other side of the village. I have no recollection
of the first time this happened; any memory of such information was
eroded by the repetition of the act over the years. It was the ritual,
though, that I clearly remember, and even now I could re-enact it
perfectly with anyone at a moments notice, if only they would so indulge
me. She never deviated from the pattern.
It would happen like this: I would be in the living room, my mother
sewing while my father puzzled his way through some of his banking
ledgers, when Laura would come through the room with great purpose,
looking this way and that, as if she had misplaced something. Under
things, on top of things, behind things. Her search was comprehensive.
And slowly, ever so slowly (and at this I would begin to tremble), she
would begin to mutter to herself.
“Where is it? I would loose my own head if it weren’t attached. It’s
got to be around her somewhere…”
Eventually, she would increase the volume of this rhetoric, as if
building to a crescendo, reaching the climactic phrase:
“It’s almost William’s bedtime and I can’t find that book
ANYWHERE!”
Of course, this was all pretense, all part of the cat and mouse game
that she and I would play nightly. At the first sign of her in the living
room, my muscles tensed at the thought of what was to come. A
nervousness crept into the pit of my stomach, and a slight thrill coursed
up and down my body from my mid-section, as perspiration began to
moisten my forehead. My heart thumped the moment she mentioned
the book, and it was that moment that I would get up and immediately
scramble to my room, throwing off all my day-clothes, so I could climb
into my carefully made bed – made by Aunt Laura – and wait nervously
for her to come in, to find the candle, her chair and her glasses, and
begin reading the glorious tale that would come
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forth in her carefully measured voice.
That voice! Throughout everything, I can remember her voice with
the greatest fondness. It was stern and commanding, the voice of a
woman who knew how to keep children in line with a single word. And
yet, there was an undercurrent of her tender motherly nature. She would
change her inflection if a character was speaking, but on the whole it was
the continuous mono-tone that calmed me, a voice you could set a clock
to, so precise and perfect that in times of stress I have been known to
recall it as a soothing mechanism. I hung on her every word, breathlessly
hoping she would not stop, that this would be the night she would read
until dawn, until we were both exhausted & content.
Inevitably she would reach the end of a chapter, and the voice would
retreat to her normal, everyday speech. “Well, that’s enough for now.
Good night, Master William.” Then she would carefully get up, put out
the candle, and close the door.
And I would be lost again in a sea of darkness.
The pain of that door closing was almost too much to bear at times,
and as my youth disappeared this strange sensation began to manifest
itself in physical ways that I could make little sense of. Night after night
I would wrestle with the problem until I fell asleep, but could not
ascertain a reason or a cause for the anomaly.
When I reached the age of 15 I discovered my parents were letting
her go, and no amount of begging could change their minds. I even
offered to pay her wage myself, but they would not hear of it; they were
selfish and had no understanding of how I needed her. On her last day I
insisted that she defy them, and informed her that if she did not return
the following afternoon I would be forced to come to her house for my
evening story. While she insisted it would be inappropriate, and that I
could easily enough read for myself now, I could tell she was happy to
see me when I turned up at her home at dusk the following day.
At first I was extremely happy with my ingenuity, but on the second
night I noticed that something was wrong with this arrangement. As the
week progressed her eyes darted back and forth rapidly as she read to me,
and the chapters were much, much shorter. She refused to look at me,
despite my insistence that she do so from time to time. A new tone crept
into her voice. There was no, “Good night, Master William,” no
perfectly measured tone, and afterward, I had to make a long and
uncomfortable walk home to my own room,
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where I would retire exhausted and frustrated.
It occurred to me that staying at her house was the solution, and that
this would revitalize our routine and return it to its previous, enjoyable
state. While she insisted that this was not possible, I asserted that it was
the only way I could sleep. When she would have none of it, I merely
waited until she was asleep herself, then let myself into her house to
spend the night in her sewing room.
This worked out quite well for me, but within a few days she revealed
a horrible fact: a family had offered her work in another town, and she
could not refuse the wage. She had only just discovered the news herself,
otherwise she would have told me sooner, and given that she had little in
the way of possessions she cared about, they could easily be loaded into
the carriage that was coming to take her to her sister’s house the next day,
who also happened to live in the same town.
What followed was not something I care to remember; there was an
argument, a fight of some kind. Things were smashed and broken. She
had never been so terrible to a child in her whole life, and I spent most
of the night crying outside her locked bedroom door, which she refused
to open under any circumstances, despite the fact I’d almost completely
missed her with the lantern I’d thrown, and had clearly stated that it
wouldn’t happen again.
I made promises about coming to visit, even coming to live with this
new family too, but she stated loudly that I should not, and could not,
and that if need be, the police would become involved in some
unspecified way. In the end she said it was for the best, and tried to
assure me that the times we shared were enough to last a lifetime.
She was right, of course; there was no way to forget someone as
amazing as she, nor was it easy to forget the written word she and I both
shared. As I was casting around in the empty house she had left behind,
in a dusty abandoned trunk, I found she had left me a gift: an assortment
of worn and well-read books.
I carefully relocated the trunk, and decided that the only way to
honor Aunt Laura’s memory was to bolster the small collection at once.
I immediately took any job I could get in the village, sometimes working
four of five at a time when possible. I apprenticed with nearly everyone,
and learned baking, horseshoeing and carpentry before the year was out.
Nearly everyone in town had taken to paying me for work, be it
chopping wood or driving cattle to an adjacent field. And every time a
coin would pass my palm, it was
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immediately invested in my only passion, much to my parents chagrin.
My room soon became filled with books, stacked in corners, piled on
furniture, arranged in such a way as to create interconnected networks
one had to navigate. My sanctuary had become so overrun that my
parents no longer attempted to come in, but instead avoided it and its
contents at all costs. Often I would glare at them when I came home
with new acquisitions, knowing they did not understand, nor would they
ever. By the time I was 18 I had such an extensive collection that I
owned more books I had yet read than I had.
Eventually I insisted that I needed to pursue an education, and
between the money my father had put away and the funds I raised
independently, we managed to convince the University to let me attend,
despite my slight social standing. I showed up at the Campus with two
changes of the nicest clothes I could find, all the money I had left, and a
pack full of notebooks. When I left four years later, it was with a degree
from the most prestigious school in the area.
I excelled at school, and absorbed everything my professors put in
front of me. I managed to attain the nick-name Book Worm from my
classmates, and became so close to the librarians that we often had tea or
supper together. I remember those years fondly, and when I finished,
was honored in many ways for my studious nature.
Through the new people I met at the University, I was sure I could
avoid returning to the dingy house my parents lived in. As luck would
have it, one of my professors had just opened a bookshop, and was
looking for someone to manage it. The position also came with a room
upstairs, the size of the place I stayed at the University.
I sent for my things, which arrived safely, along with the news of my
mother’s death from consumption, and a letter from my father. Once I
had made sure everything was accounted for, I destroyed the letter
unread and sent $100 to cover the funeral expenses.
Via my schoolmates I was able to maintain a steady customer base,
and the book trade became quite lucrative for me. Within a couple of
years I managed to buy the business from my professor due to a series of
backroom dealings that he remained unaware of until it was too late.
Within the year I bought another business – A Grocer – across town.
I hired employees from my Alma Mater to run it, and with the
success of my new business, investment opportunities quickly came my
way. I began to sink some of my income into various iron mills and
factories, and the return was incredible. It was only reasonable I
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used my resources to aid those less fortunate than I, and made yearly
donations to my good friend Dr. Green, to help with his Zoological
Garden. In two years I had enough to purchase a modest mansion,
connected to a slim 50 acres of open land, just outside of town. It was
more than I could ever have hoped for.
I immediately put my carpentry skills to good use, and contacted a
laborers to work on The Library, a room that looked good initially, but
was not entirely to my liking. It took six months, but when it was done
the room was exquisite, a sight that would bring any academic to tears.
Knowledge may not change over time, but surely any gained in this room
was of a caliber and value that rivaled any Average Education.
I tell you all of this as background, to help you understand that I did
not simply fall into the money I came to freely spend. Many of the
people that ran in my circle did not have the same childhood as I, and
were unaware of the pain and suffering I had gone through. I worked
relentlessly for several years before I could enjoy any of my wealth. When
I looked at the snooty folk who discussed their Hardships, I privately
laughed, knowing that I earned my lifestyle with sweat on my brow.
With the businesses now running themselves due to my clever acuity,
I settled into my new lifestyle, attending parties and croquet games, and
fortifying The Library that I had so diligently constructed. I hired a man
named Jenkins, whose job it was to seek out books for my personal
collection. I designated one of my home’s servants – Diedre – as a
Personal Assistant, and gave her the task of cataloging and sorting the
purchases Jenkins would send back.
I was primarily looking for books in English, Latin & Italian (the
languages I excelled in), but occasional texts would arrive in Hindi or
Russian, which were curious volumes to peruse in my spare time. While
these were never permanently added to the official collection, after I was
finished looking through them they were donated to one of the
bookstores, for sale to anyone at an incredible mark-up.
This arrangement was perfect for many years, but time is a cruel
mistress, and eventually my assistant became ill and passed on from some
rare disorder. It was with great difficulty that I began searching for a new
servant to fill her void in the library. She had proved to be attentive, with
an eye for rare and wonderful texts, but lacked when it came to some of
the other desires that occasionally nagged at me. She had been far too
short and thin anyway, and looked like she was
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barely old enough to have delivered more than two children. I began
mentioning at parties my dilemma, but nearly everyone I knew was
content with their staff and had no sympathy for me.
Eventually I caught word that an old colleague of mine by the name
of Graham (himself in a bit of a pickle, financially) might be able to assist.
He needed to let one of his servants go, and it was arranged that I would
join him at dinner to meet this person, on the chance that she may be a
good fit.
The following day I called for a carriage and fresh clothes, something
fine but not too formal, for a polite meal such as this. Graham, always
the gracious host, opened a rare bottle of Milan Vinyard’s Merlot
(something he had never done in my presence before), and had an
elaborate seven-course meal ready to compliment it. His overcompensation immediately sparked the notion in me that something was
afoot.
Graham, himself, was a collector, and there had been numerous
evenings spent in each other’s libraries, thumbing through the leaves of
something we both desired, to a point where our faces took on a look of
grotesque caricature. Time and again we had tried to pull one over each
other, and if it weren’t for the friendly nature of our competition, it
would be easy to confuse our relationship for one of malice. Pranks and
Jokes were common between us, and I was beginning to assume that he
was building up to a dramatic reveal, where I would learn that this
Servant was some kind of mule or duck that he wanted to be rid of.
As the kitchen staff cleared away the third course, Graham began to
explain that he had originally hired this servant out of pity; she was young
at the time, and her family had passed on. Rather than have her put in an
orphanage Graham felt it was important to take her under his wing and
have her deal with the more delicate matters of the house and bedroom,
at least those matters that could be handled by a young woman, anyway.
This had all happened almost twenty years ago, and in the time since
she had grown up quite a bit, in more ways than he had hoped. Agility
was no longer one of her qualities, and only on the rarest of occasions
could Graham even bring himself to look at her in the same way. Given
his recent Fiduciary Concerns, Graham felt it was important to shed any
excess staff to help make things run smoothly for his personal
accountant. Sadly, it was Elizabeth – his once-young servant – who
would be the first to go.
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I braced myself for what would undoubtedly be the upcoming punch
line to his elaborate joke, but when Graham finally called her to bring out
the next serving, I was astonished at what I saw: Elizabeth turned out to
be a real woman. Plump and with many years on her face, she instantly
recalled any number of people that knew hard work, but nothing or the
written word.
I looked over at Graham, who said casually, “Not the brightest
candle in the pack, but she can read, Mr. Idle.” He then tittered in and
extremely effeminate way, a laugh I was familiar with and knew indicated
that he’d just been far too pleased by his own Joke. It was clear she
could not tell the difference between a first and third printing, and knew
nothing of typesetting. Certainly she could only read English. What use
could I possibly have for her?
My mind began to work at a furious pace. Clearly this woman would
not do, but she worked hard it seemed a pity to let Graham have the
upper hand. I could picture her fitting in with my staff, provided I let
someone go to make room first. More to the point, I could picture
Graham becoming furious by my wanting to hire her. Perhaps I would
put her either in the kitchen or laundry room. Or, perhaps, both.
I laughed slightly, and said, “My god, she is stunning! She’s perfect!”
Graham frowned. I poured myself more wine and watched him.
The rest of the night he seemed to fall further and further into
despondency and melancholy, as I continued to make bedroom eyes at
Elizabeth each time she entered the room.
Elizabeth started with my staff the following week, and I was right:
she fit in quite well. While she was almost worthless in The Library (as I
predicted), she was a wonderful employee. She excelled in the kitchen,
but could also manage perfectly with the laundry. She was also quite
pleasant to have around the house, and much of my free time was spent
watching her work. I even had taken to writing poetry about her by
candlelight.
One night I called Elizabeth into The Library and asked her if she
would mind reading to me. This was met with a quizzical look, but I
simply smiled and fixed her gaze, saying, “You have such a wonderful
voice, and there is little that needs to be done elsewhere. If you could
read to me for just an hour, that would be wonderful.”
She sat down in the chair near me, somewhat confused to find The
Wizard Of Oz already open. I laid on the couch, dimming the
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lamp next to me, and held my breath in anticipation. My muscles tensed.
I could sense what was coming, was so close to that my body ached.
When she finally began to read, a calm washed over me that I had
not felt since my childhood. It was so complete and soothing that I very
nearly released my bowels, and was so intense that I almost passed out
before she had finished a page. With that measured quality intoning
sound after sound, all I could imagine was lying down, forever, listening
to her voice until we both died from the intensity of it all.
It echoed in my head with a steady rhythm, and sounded so similar to
Aunt Laura’s tone that it was hard to tell, without looking directly at her,
that it wasn’t. No medical tonic had ever instilled in me this sensation,
and as I began to wriggle on the couch Elizabeth suddenly stopped, and
an awkward silence filled the room.
A sudden awareness, that it was all my fault, came over me, and I sat
up suddenly placing a pillow over my midsection. I dismissed her, and
with a disturbed, “Thank you,” she immediately left The Library. Never
in my life have I been so aroused, nor so quickly relieved. I spent the
remainder of the day listlessly pacing and thinking.
The following day Graham came to visit on the pretense that we
could negotiate more book trades, and mentioned his curiosity as to
Elizabeth working for me. I was so completely distracted that I found it
difficult to deal with, and fabricated an illness I was only just recovering
from. He made several inquiries as to what was wrong, and suggested
that he could come back later if need be. Panic began to set in. Surely he
was aware that I was faking, and this was his attempt to get me to reveal
the truth through an inaccurate symptom.
I offered that I was feeling more or less fine, but would need to retire
soon. At that he quickly produced two volumes of a series we had been
competing for: illustrated medical texts with 18th Century notations of
mental and physical abnormalities. My distraction was now two-fold; I
had mostly began collecting them because I knew he was interested, but
had now read some of the series and found them to be humorous in a
dry, European way. On several past occasions I had made ridiculous
offers to obtain the texts I was missing, but he always held out saying he
would never part with them. Apparently, his financial troubles had taken
a turn for the worse.
As I thumbed through the books, he was quick to point out that they
were mine, and I could even put them on the shelf right now.
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But soon he began to list conditions that were complicated and strange.
He would obtain the right to ownership again if I ever tried to sell them,
I would owe him a large sum of money were I to relinquish them in
some other fashion. All future and past transactions would be null and
void were I to break these agreements, etc., etc. This was clearly part of
some sort of Prank of his, and I was frustrated that he would try this so
soon after his last.
Knowing that Graham hated writing and, more to the point,
contracts in general, I stopped him and suggested that he draw up a
document that he could hold me to, instead of requesting that I keep this
ridiculous verbal agreement. He was one step ahead; from the interior of
his jacket he produced several sheets of paper in what I could only
imagine was someone else’s handwriting. I took them in hand, my
frustration mounting, and to make matters worse Elizabeth entered the
room to tidy up some of the tables. Annoyed, I signed immediately, and
handed it back to him with a glare. He left shortly thereafter with a smile
and the terse parting word, “See ya soon!”
As Elizabeth was about to leave, I called to her, and again asked if
she would read to me. I felt suddenly weary, and my head throbbed
painfully due to Graham’s Contract nonsense. She agreed, and within
minutes that voice returned to my ears, obliterating the throb and caused
me to blissfully fall asleep.
The following morning I awoke feeling terrible; the excuse I’d used
with Graham had become a reality, and I feverishly wandered the house
until Elizabeth helped me back to my room. The next two weeks passed
like a dream, and all manner of imagined demon and monster haunted
me. Servants brought food and soup, but their faces blended together. I
asked for Laura constantly, and repeatedly sent away people I thought
were tax collectors, or my mother, until the fever subsided.
During the few hours I was able to restfully sleep during this episode,
terrible nightmares seized me: I was living with my parents again,
working as a patent clerk. At night I would come home in the same
carriage as my father, and I would while away the evening going over
documents, and checking my files. Laura kept coming in and out of the
room, but when I asked if she would read to me, she looked at me,
puzzled, as if she didn’t understand the question. Each would end with
me violently waking up in my room, sweating & confused.
As the illness subsided I began calling for Elizabeth again, but my
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staff was in the dark as to her whereabouts. This began to worry me, and
when I felt strong enough to leave the room on my own, I began
searching immediately. I went to The Library, and noticed that during
my illness, a large number of books had been delivered thanks to Jenkins
tireless efforts. Since Diedre’s passing, no one else had been allowed to
work in The Library, and the backlog of new texts almost overwhelmed
the room.
I acquired a cup of Tea and some fresh clothes, and set out to begin
sorting out the books, but was interrupted (again) by the suddenly
appearance of Graham. Though I was fully recovered now, the illness
had left me weak, and I had no interest in dealing with him, no matter
what kind of Joke or Offer he happened to be making.
I made every effort be rid of him, but he waved a copy of the
contract at me and begged to see his books, to make sure they were safe.
Annoyed, I waved him in, and explained that The Library was a bit of a
mess, due to new shipments I had been unable to shelve. He laughed,
and said, “I wish I had your problems! Do you know how long it’s been
since I’ve acquired a single new volume?”
Those words stuck with me as I went to retrieve his books and, in
their place, found a large crate of Italian Plays. Nervously, I went to
where I would have shelved them, but they were nowhere to be seen.
My head began to throb. I said, “You know how it is, sometimes. Books
can so easily be mislaid. They’re certainly around here, somewhere.”
Graham stiffened suddenly, and said, “I see.” Immediately, rage
welled up inside me. How dare he? My Library was twice the size of his,
and had been regularly visited by scholars and academics from all over
the world before Diedre had passed. Hadn’t I spent an entire evening
ridiculing his shelving for being slap-dash and poorly maintained? Why,
the very thought that Graham would think lesser of a man who not only
had more resources than he, but had merely misplaced a book, was more
than I could bear.
I don’t remember much of what followed, unfortunately. Anger
quickly blinded me, and I remember a violent outburst, replete with
incoherent screaming and physical assault. I was later told that I had only
broken Graham’s nose, but he had done far worse to my pride when all
was said and done.
The court case that followed was a joke; the Judge involved had
never liked the way that I ran my businesses, and based on the testimony
of more than a few of my servants (all of whom I’d bedded
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at one time or another, I might add), I was immediately scorned by
virtually everyone I knew. Graham waved the absurd contract around as
if it were some sort of bell sounding my inevitable doom, and this caused
my attorney no end of grief when I freely admitted that Graham had
manipulated me into signing it.
As the case dragged on and on, it became clear that everyone was
against me; hiring additional attorneys did me no good, and Graham
actually gloated in Court when the Judge ruled in his favor. My attorney
was some sort of buffoon: the more money I gave him only seemed
proportionate to the number of points that he lost in Court. When all
was said and done, the Jury didn’t even have to deliver the verdict. It was
clear that some force was at work that would only be happy once my
guilt was publicly declared.
The case left me in financial ruin. Attorney’s Fees, fines, and the
final settlement insured that the long and slow process of selling my
estate would be as painful as possible. It had been years since I had
managed any of my businesses, and as I attempted to make sense of how
it was all being divided, one thing became clear: things would never be
the same again.
I was allowed to return to my home only to pack the few belongings
that had not (or could not) be sold off. As I roamed the empty halls one
last time, I felt a draft that I had never noticed before. All the staff were
gone, and as I filled Aunt Laura’s old and battered trunk with everything
I could find, I made every effort to do so with dignity, even though there
was no one there to see it.
My humiliation was not yet complete, though. In acquiring my assets,
Graham immediately began to reshuffle my business dealings to work in
his favor, and in the end left me with a single building to my name: a
brand new, refurbished, Public Library. It was the final insult; Graham
took the building that housed my first bookstore and transformed it. His
final Prank was to place me in charge, where I could sleep and live in the
room above, where anyone could come in and borrow a text of their
choosing, maliciously dog-earing certain passages, and staining the
endpapers with their grubby fingers.
As the driver awkwardly hauled my trunk up the narrow stairs to the
room I had lived in before, a complete sense of defeat overcame me. I
tipped him a half-penny and asked him to leave, and then looked at the
collection that Graham had left me with. Truly embarrassing; not a
single text in Latin, and the few Italian Operas were so badly mangled
that I could barely bring myself to read them.
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But most insulting was a complete set of the medical texts that began the
entire mess. A final twist of the dagger, a barb that jabbed every time I
saw them.
The financial end of things was a Joke unto itself. I was given a tight
budget that included my own wage, money to maintain The Library, and
a little to help increase the collection. The wage I earned was laughable,
and outside living expenses there was hardly anything left for me.
Without any servants or staff, I soon found my days filled with laundry
and cooking. Each time I needed to go anywhere, I had to walk or, in
extreme cases, pay a driver, a Luxury that I could rarely afford now. No
books arrived unless I handled them myself, and my evenings spent
drinking Conac while enjoying Snuff were now spent shelving books and
cataloging books.
Each patron that came in filled me with hate, and I suffered from
stomach problems by the end of the first year. My dreams were filled
with huge, roaring fires that burned the entire place down, and I was
constantly feeling the impulse to run, to find Aunt Laura again, to have
her read to me in that measured tone, and thus fall blissfully into the
oblivion of sleep.
Each morning when I woke up, I would roll over and hope that this
time her face would be there to greet me, that it had all been a dream,
that the throbbing sensation in my chest that filled me constantly would
be gone, and the people who had done this do me were finally paying for
their sins.
For a brief moment, each day, everything was different, and it was
this moment of confused hopefulness in the morning that soon became
the focus of my hopes and dreams.
Time passed as it so often does, and the world around me changed
drastically. Newsstands kept me abreast of wars, and how everyone felt
about them. New movie theaters cropped up everywhere, and everyone
talked about radio until I finally saved enough to buy one of the damned
things, and actually found myself was quite impressed. It was through
radio I learned about the problems in Europe, itself unfolding like some
sort of strange and compelling drama that I began to follow closely.
Automobiles began to surface everywhere, and next to the daily
papers, magazines and comics began to fill the stands, too. There were
so many distractions that awaited modern man that it was all too easy to
obsess. Remembering the past never managed to change anything, and it
was easy enough to pick up Detective Comics or listen
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to the radio, where my own problems seemed ridiculous and insignificant
for a while.
Steinbeck, apek, Tolkien. Time had been good to the world of
books. No longer able to collect, things like Editions and Stitch binding
seemed insignificant compared to a good story, which I could enjoy
regardless of the material artifact in question. As the years moved
forward I began to feel disgust toward my past, and wondered if the
people I’d wronged would ever forgive me. For a few years I dwelled on
this, but there was always a new Raymond Chandler story to read, or an
episode of The Mercury Theater to listen to.
One summer discovered that I’d missed out on reading Mark Twain
when he was still alive, and was fortunate to find all his books available in
my own library – for free!
It was by no means a perfect life. Thoughts of Elizabeth & Laura
haunted me constantly, and more than once I found horrified at the
thought that no one would ever read to me again. Graham’s visage came
to me often in nightmares, and he laughed maniacally at my misfortune.
There were days when I could barely bring myself to leave the house for
fear that the Conspiracy that had destroyed me would rear its ugly head
again, this time in the form of a random accident that would send me to
the hospital, or a financial mishap that would leave me penniless and
hungry for weeks.
But, regardless of why or how, these things never happened. Clearly
I was never meant to enjoy perfect happiness, and one could even argue
that it was my own doing that brought this life upon me. Regardless,
there was always a good story to be found somewhere, and while my
interest in books may not have started there, I was happy enough to keep
reading, to keep searching, to find some new story that had not yet given
me an inward smile or a fresh perspective.
Managing The Library became more than just an occupation, but an
elaborate metaphor, a metaphor that only revealed itself years after I
should have seen its significance. Then again, the same thing could be
said about books themselves, and I’ve been around long enough to
realize that the Jokes that take years and years to unfold are really the
ones that stick with us.
My only hope is that someone else will appreciate my own much as
I’ve come to.
Or, at least, find it interesting enough to pass it on.
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Wish Fulfillment Fantasy
The next day I woke up in a completely different house. The
bedroom was huge, and if claustrophobic shower-foreplay was what
happened in my old apartment, this one would require the cavorting
participants of a Roman Bathhouse to achieve the same kind of effect.
I couldn’t find my shoes anywhere. Instead, a lined pair of slippers
nestled neatly under my bed. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a
glimpse of someone in a maid’s uniform when I opened the bedroom
door, but she quickly disappeared even as I called out.
Spacious didn’t really apply, but the house seemed larger than
anywhere I’d ever lived before (which was not hard, considering some of
the places I’ve lived). It was more like a large cabin; upstairs there were
two bedrooms and two baths. Downstairs an additional room served as
some sort of office, and a larger room had the largest Home
Entertainment System I’d ever seen. A Dining room with an adjoining
kitchen sat in the back of the cabin, and a third bathroom nestled
between the TV Room and the office. There appeared to be no one else
around, save for me and the maid.
I returned to the bedroom I’d started in, and found some clothes.
Then I went outside to investigate. One small car – a Rabbit – sat parked
in the driveway. Where were the keys? Part of me wondered if I could
figure out how to drive away from here on my own.
A short walk led to a lake, which had a small dock with its own tiedup boat. The house itself was surrounded by woodland landscapes as far
as the eye could see. Aside from the cabin, there was no evidence of
civilization anywhere.
When I returned inside the maid had prepared breakfast, and asked
me to sit down in a voice that I could not refuse. She was a real woman,
not one of these twig-like, pre-teen looking types that might as well have
been a 12 Year Old Boy. Red hair, green eyes, lots of curves everywhere.
I couldn’t help but stare, and then felt guilty for doing so.
She just smiled and said, “It’s alright. You can stare.” I tried to
remember is anyone had ever said that to me before.
While the meal was nothing elaborate, she was extremely attentive,
clearing plates and obviously flirting the entire time. When everything
was cleared and finished, she winked and said, “If you need anything else,
I’ll be in the tub in 15 minutes.” She walked off,
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her ass moving like a metronome.
I went into the TV Room and looked at the record collection, trying
to make sense of what had happened. I spotted a phone hanging on the
wall, and almost as soon as it occurred to me to use it myself, it rang.
“Hello?” I offered cautiously.
“No fuckin’ shit. It’s true, then, isn’t it?”
My own voice echoed in my ear as I tried to put this all together in
my head. The wish. Dammit.
“Apparently,” I offered, a little concerned.
“How cool is this, man?!” I heard myself say from the other end. “I
checked my daybook: there’s three parties this week alone! I’ve got a
book-reading at Powell’s next week, and some contract lawyer is meeting
later to discuss earnings! Have you checked out the bank account? We’ll
live like kings for the rest of our lives!”
I listened to all of this as I heard the bath starting to run upstairs. My
muscles tensed; I began to sweat.
“How’s everything on your end?” my voice asked. “Is the cabin just
how you thought it would be?”
I looked at the desk, full of computing gadgets, a stereo ready to blast
forth at a moments notice, and a small coffee maker next to the printer.
“It’s okay,” I said with a hint of malaise as the reality began to sink in.
“Cool man. I’ll come visit in a week or so with some new movies
and CDs,” my voice said from the other end. The voices of others were
just barely audible in the background.
“Do you think I could – ”
“Look man, I gotta go. The publishing guys just showed up.” Then
in a whisper. “Remember, the next draft is due in two weeks.” Then
again at full volume, “See ya soon, man!”
Then I hung up on myself.
I held the receiver a bit longer before I could put it down. I looked
out the window, the car parked like it was ready to bolt at a moments
notice.
From upstairs I could just hear the maid, calling out, “Austin… I’m
waiting…”
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Afterward
Or is it a rationalization? Perhaps a justification, knowing me. Call it
the Douglas Adams influence, but everything suffers from a series of
endings; there’s always one more thing to say, a last word after the last
words. I suspect on my deathbed I’ll pass in the process of adding some
last, incomplete observation to something I was working on. Or maybe I
won’t even finish that…
Regardless, here are some (final?) thoughts, coupled with Thank
Yous & other odds and ends, a veritable Where’s Waldo of friends,
acquaintances, & familial relations, all assembled as I keep my fingers
crossed and hope that I don’t forget someone or something.
Here goes:
Looking In a Mirror. This is the first of two paired stories in this collection,
heavily influenced by a series of Borges stories where he meets himself
under different circumstances. Originally I wanted to do an entire series
of doppelganger stories, where I would have adventures that hit upon
every style, type and genre, bookended by this and Wish Fulfillment Fantasy.
Instead, it occurred to me that every character in here is basically a
doppelganger of myself anyway, so mission accomplished without having
to life a finger. Nice work if you can get it. Everyone is Looking in a
Mirror is based on a real person; no one is Wish Fulfillment Fantasy is,
though.
Rejuvenation. One night I was drinking with my friends kiisu & Michelle,
and they asked me what I was working on these days. I had nothin’; I
just finished a semester at school, and the last story I’d written was ages
ago, so I was more or less on empty, waiting for inspiration. However,
we were all tanked, so I opened my mouth and started making up the
plot to this story, pulled entirely out of my ass, on the fly. I guess some
holes serve a purpose after all.
To Be Concerned Is Good. I moved into an actual house at the end of 2007
with a guy named Ryan, who was not only one of the coolest guys I’d
ever met, but who managed to get a job working with Penguins at The
Zoo. This instantly suggested to me a story, and before long I had all the
ideas in place. Ryan really does have a girlfriend named Crystal who
wears glasses, but I cannot claim any firsthand knowledge of their sex life,
and he’s not nearly as neurotic as I’ve made him out to be. All of the
non-relationship stuff is based
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on real work experiences that I actually had to deal with. Really.
World’s Funniest Joke and The Teenager in All of Us. These two are the other
paired stories, and while not explicitly related, seem connected in my
mind. Probably because they’re both True Stories. The later was given
to me as a challenge: I made the mistake of claiming that I don’t write sex
scenes, to which my professor, Natalie Wright made it a requirement that
I write one in order to pass her class. I turned this in and barely passed.
(Because it’s barely sex, I can only assume.) The former was written for
an old ‘zine that somehow fell through the cracks. It seemed to
thematically fit these stories, despite being 100% true. My rationale is
that it actually makes a better fiction than anything I could actually make
up on my own. Or something.
Latrinalia. The idea for this story came in the same way most of my ideas
do: I made the offhand comment, “My next story will be about
bathroom graffiti!” because it seemed like the kind of ridiculous thing I
would say. (In execution, I also incorporated a small element from the
Illuminatus! books, specifically the idea of fnords.) I do have an Aunt Cal,
but I never got to know her before she died, and she didn’t give me any
good grade money that I know of. I have to give mad, super-sized props
to Chris Brooks (who makes a cameo in Looking in a Mirror) who was not
only fond of latrinalia himself, but was the first person I met who knew
what the word meant.
Manly. I can’t stand sports, cars, strip clubs, video games, going to the
gym, porn, and just about everything else that’s associated with being
Manly, and the kinds of guys who are into those things always make me
feel uncomfortable. I have often thought that guys like this are neurotic
and that I was the sane one, but with hindsight that’s probably not the
case considering how much I relate to the main character in the final
draft of the story. The coffeemaker bit is based on my own confused
concerns about burning my house down; I accidentally leave that thing
on all the time, much to the chagrin of my roommates, I’m sure.
“…Like We Used To?” More Borges influence seeping through. I’ve had
every version of this conversation imaginable – from both sides of the
table – but this time I wanted both participants to feel like crap.
Dancing About Architecture. This story, unlike most things I’ve written, was
crafted out of sheer force of will. I had no great ideas or master
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plan, but instead was coaxed into writing some dialog scenes by my
professor, Dan Dewese. I avoid dialog at all costs for some reason, so it
was a nice change of pace. After I had these scenes written, I began
editing, cutting, pasting, expanding, rearranging, etc. It was like forging
something out of steel. I think it perfectly illustrates the modern notion
of Six Degrees of Separation, in a Grant Morrison / Lester Bangs sense
of the concept. Most people have said this story doesn’t make any sense,
and uses too much slang / lingo to make it impenetrable. I don’t have
the heart to tell them that the kinds of people that do these kinds of
things and talk like this don’t know what’s going on, either; people
should know by now that what people say and do is almost never what
anything is about.
This Is Not A Metaphor. I refer to this as My Brautigan, as if it were some
sort of long lost tool from the 19th Century. In those days, Brautigans
were found all over the US, an item that was equally useful on the farm
and in the kitchen. Brautigans began to disappear as the onset of
modernity changed the world we long for into the one we experience,
since Brautigans were strictly homemade, the construction of which was
passed down from father to son. Like The Thingamajig, The Whatzit, &
The Veeblefetzer, The Brautigan has gone the way of the Four Dollar
Bill, and while they will occasionally turn up on Antiques Roadshow or in a
disused shed, there are still a few people here and there who listened
carefully to their fathers and grandfathers, and produce Brautigans now
and then, to serve their own purposes.
At least, that’s what happened to me.
This is my favorite story in this collection, with To Be Concerned Is
Good and Dancing About Architecture second and third. I haven’t yet found
anyone else who likes it, though, and while that doesn’t diminish
anything that I like about it, I am starting to seriously question my own
tastes & interests. Most of this story is based on High School
experiences with Justin & Devin, mixed with events from my 20’s; I
really did inherit one of my grandfather’s knives, the the tie on the
telephone pole: 100% true.
The Library. Our own interests are never simple, their origins are never
straightforward, and the importance attached to them never
matches that of the people we know and care about. All we can hope for
is to find something that keeps us going day to day. Not a new theme or
idea, but at least it’s one I believe in.
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Reality vs. Fantasy
In this collection of ostensibly-fictional stories, there are so many
very-real elements popping up that it’s hard to divorce one from the
other. I’ve tried to give credit where credit is due, but after a while, it all
blurs into one metatextual mess. Suffice it to say: the point at which fact
and fiction intersect is the point at which these stories originated. I
wanted something that looks and reads as much like a ‘zine & novel as it
does a collection of fiction & essays. I kept certain facts in only because
they didn’t seem true enough to count, and made up other things to
make up for the discrepancies that real life causes us to face. Pulling the
curtain back can be self-defeating, though, and rather than let you find
out that I’m nothing more than some blowhard from Kansas with a taste
for the liquor (rather than the distinguished man of arts & letters I’ve
tried to present myself as), let me just say thanks to those who not only
managed to sneak their way into these stories, but to those who worked
in a more behind-the-words manner to actually make them come
together.
An insomnia-ridden, red-eyed, chemical-fueled, heartbreak-induced,
head-buried-in-the-sand Thank You to:
My Friends & Family: it may not look like it, it may not sound like it, I
may not act like it, and you may not want to admit it, but without you
there really is no point. Thanks.
Since 1994 I have gotten more moral support, words of kindness,
tolerance, understanding, booze, cold hard cash, shoulders to cry on, and
patience from Sierra The Ramen City Kid Doane, more than from any
other person I’ve ever met. Everything I do – now and forever – could
not be completed without his care and influence; he’s a person who’s
trying to do the right thing in a confusing and misguided world, and
never stops showing me the way. I love you with all my heart and soul.
kiisu d’salyss & I have played in bands together, traveled together, done
too many drugs together, & worshipped together since 1993. There’s
almost nothing that’s important to us that we haven’t shared, and all we
have to show for it is a pair of matching tattoos and a long-term
hangover that still hasn’t gone away. Thanks. Really. Salt Licks – the
first masterpiece of his that I read – pretty much changed my life for the
better. Earl Be Praised!
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10 years ago I met Cheryl Albrecht at a Donnas show in Eugene, and
between the awkward passes and inarticulate flirting that transpired, she
was patient enough to see past my grotesque exterior & my social
shortcomings to forge a friendship that ignored my Pavlovian behavior
around her. She has been there, through thick and thin, through Metal
and Soul, through Motörhead and Nathan & The Zydeco Cha-Chas, to
teach me about Freak Beat Comps and Stoner Rock that I can’t live
without. Film Noir? Education? She showed the way. I owe her more
than I can summarize effectively in a single paragraph or through cute
record references, so I’ll just say that without her in my life, I wouldn’t be
half as useful as I am now.
I met Tristan Jean in a bar years ago, and since then we’ve spent too
many evenings trying to aggravate our own terrible memories in one way
or another. Tristan has a big heart and means well in everything he does,
be it his misguided attempts at matchmaking, or his hard and fast rules
when it comes to judging Good music. (Sometimes, keyboards and drum
machines are okay, dude! Really!) Through Tristan I met countless
people, who have all become good friends in one way or another, and his
upbeat outlook on life and his relaxed attitude toward fashion have made
him an invaluable friend. Thanks a million, and I’m gonna miss not
having you four blocks away.
Heidi Gunther originally encouraged me to continue putting pen to
notebook when I was just a kid in school, and I still think about her
when I consider my life in words. Dan Deweese is another important
teacher I met in more recent years, who has given priceless advice when
it came to what form these stories should ultimately take. I owe a lot to
both of them. I also want to thank Elizabeth Ceppi, who taught me how
to forge the perfect Lit. Crit. essay, a form I’ve subverted numerous
times ever since. There have been other professors and educators with
whom I interacted during my years as a student, some of which even
taught writing in some form or another. Pity about them and their
students, though…
Chris Brooks, Josh Welton, & Diane The Bartender are all people I
hardly ever see anymore, not since the days that Looking In A Mirror
actually happened, but who were all involved (in one way or another) in
large amounts of alcohol passing through my lips at The Sandy Hut.
That alone could be responsible for so much of this nonsense. Johnny
Play Drum inspired some of the details of the patient in
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Rejuvenation, but the patient is more inspired by the lengths I will go to in
order to avoid Doctors. Ryan Fox, Crystal, Justin Anderson, Andy Z,
Roger and a large assortment of Spring 2008 Crushes found their way
into To Be Concerned Is Good for some reason or another. May 2nd is also a
sly reference to my brother Kyle’s birthday. Tom Carey V, Mike Fusilier,
and the city of Portland in general inspired their namesake characters in
Dancing About Architecture, but their actions and behaviors have more to
do with what I would do in similar situations, rather than their actual
personality traits. Aside from those mentioned above, any similarity to
any real people, places, institutions, or animals in the wild is entirely in
your head. Dude, you really should do something about it before it gets
any worse.
I listen to music pretty much 24/7, and none of what I write would exist
without the poverty I’ve brought upon myself in the form of the albums
I’ve bought over the years. If I wasn’t already toiling away in the silent
world of visual symbolic information dissemination, I’d probably try to
pass myself off as a musician of some kind or another. (Consider
yourself very lucky.)
Misc. Dept.: Special Thanks to Carl & Caren at The Velveteria! You guys
are amazing! Keep up the good work! (velveteria.com)
And (finally, to pinch a joke from an old issue of Huevos Rancheros) To My
Good Friend Omission: Maybe it’s just me, but when a friend of mine is
involved in a new creative effort, I immediately scan the Thank Yous to
see if I made the cut in terms of inspiration. Hubris? Mayhaps. The
alienation & frustration that comes with being a human, with thoughts
and feelings that are difficult to convey, creates a need to see our
influence on an artifact our friends produced. Or, maybe we’re all just
self-centered? Regardless: I couldn’t have done it without you, Omission,
and I want to thank you for being there when you were, and for all the
things that we shared together, which are too numerous to mention in
the space provided. I just hope you can forgive me for almost leaving
you out, Omission, and remember that next time, you’ll be mentioned at
the top of the list.
Okay, okay. Enough already…
– Mr. Austin. Summer, 2008
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A bout The A uthor:
Created during a freak
thunderstorm which caused
certain amino acids to gel into a
glutinous, and later, bipedal
form, Austin Rich (often
referred to cryptically as
Number Six) spent the majority
of his early days raised by a
group of bikers, until he
accidentally fell off the bitch
seat and into the arms of his
adopted parents. He has spent
most of the interim alternately
fighting crime and / or
exploring the oceanic depths in
a bathysphere of his own
design. He currently lives in
Portland, OR, with The Cat
Who Cannot Be Named, a
friendly man who goes by Joel
Roommate, an extremely tall
linguist of unknown origin, and
a collection of artifacts that no
sane person would horde or
keep.
This is his first book this year.
Photo by Ryan Fox, 8/26/06 on The Hot August Knights Tour with
Gordon Taylor & Dance Card. Thanks Ryan!
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