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To my dear Joel Conarroe
Whose heart and brilliance know no bounds (which, in
the case of one family member of mine, is maybe not so
good—but, that small matter aside, he is the very best)

I simply want to celebrate the fact that right near your
home, year in and year out, a community college is
quietly - and with very little financial encouragement saving lives and minds. I can’t think of a more efficient,
hopeful or egalitarian machine, with the possible
exception of the bicycle.
Kay Ryan
I became part of a little study group in community
college and started caring about strangers. It gave me
insight into what an asshole I was. I saw that I had only
lived half of a life.
Dan Harmon
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FOREWORD
Has anyone ever read a foreword, apart from her own?
You’ll be saying that you read them faithfully, but I know that
game: you scan the page to see if your name is there, then hustle
straight to the index for the same purpose, before returning to
whatever ego-pumping it is you batten on that doesn’t involve
reading. I won’t speculate on what that might be: I’m not here to
judge.
You know, now that I think of it, I’m wrong about
forewords. I once received a letter from a fan—one of
thousands—telling me how much she admired my forewords.
I’m not making this up. I would have been so flattered had this
fan not added that she couldn’t speak for the rest of the book,
apart from the stunning foreword, that she sensed what followed
was just so much predictable showing-off. Imagine that.
Anyhow, for my wife (even she wouldn’t read this far unless
I cajoled her into proofreading) and the many other brilliant and
dedicated teachers and scholars who have served in community
colleges, my admiration for you is broad and sincere. I know
you make possible for all these people a fuller life, a life with a
real future, rescuing so many from poverty and hopelessness.
Certainly nothing in this collection is meant to mock or belittle
that enterprise or the people within it.
I’ve been asked to name my favorite story in this collection.
What a heartless request. Ask yourself, if you could choose your
favorite among your twenty children? (Biblical precedents are
not allowed.) That’s like asking you to pick out your own socks
or tie. True, other authors are different: Charles Dickens, when
asked, said his favorite was David Copperfield. But we all know

Charles Dickens was no better than he should be. Talk about
ego!
So, for those who are still with me—that is, me alone, very
likely—I wish you all the happiness you deserve and a whole
lot more.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would have skipped this section altogether, but that
Carolyn Betensky really did help, very much, and deserves
mention for her great kindness. She is a true and beautiful
friend. If you find anything that follows inaccurate or offensive,
blame her.
Among those who did not help: the wretched N. John Hall;
Gerhard Joseph (who is still writing, more’s the pity); my
children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, nieces and
nephews, and others of that sort; Regina Barreca (are you
surprised?); Nancy Glazener (who pretends she’s interested and
that’s as much as you can expect from her); Sue and Don
Bialostosky; Joseph Wittreich (ha!); Marilyn Pesci and
Councilman Charles Dizard (who feigns being busy); Babs and
Leland Krauth (who are the finest saddle-prickles ever); Joseph
Dane (whose heart is in the right place but brain isn’t); Tricia
and David Cherin (they read the book and hated it, and had the
gall to say so); Lindy and Bill Backus (old friends but tasteless);
Jerry Bruns (salty old dog way past the age of reasonableness,
being almost as old as me); Lynnette Burnett (who said she
liked it, if you can believe it, which I can’t—but I love her
anyhow); Percival Everett (who owes it all to me); Tami Dixon
and Jeffrey Carpenter (who said they were too busy—and just
wait until they need a volunteer stage hand again); Sidney
Golfarb (whom I love hopelessly); Robin and Julian Markels
(who are too dear even for me to thrust this on them); Gina
Schwartz (who is very brilliant and thus is spared being asked,
as she might tell me what she thinks); and countless others, who
now will be looking to me for blurbs, reviews, kind words. Ha!
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SKY’S THE LIMIT
I have long understood that losing always comes
with the territory when you wander into the
gambling business, just as getting crippled for life
is an acceptable risk in the linebacker business.
They both are extremely violent sports, and pain
is part of the bargain. Buy the ticket, take the
ride.
Hunter S. Thompson
Doorbell!
Is it terrible to hope it’s not Karen? (Karen is my oldest
daughter—lives down the block, which is very handy, she often
says.)
Not that I want to be alone, much less minus Karen. Only I
sometimes do—both. Still, she is a loving daughter and a good
person, genuinely so. I have to keep that front and center. I also
know she’s worried about me curling into a tight ball and never
emerging. I understand that. I worry, too.
“Mom! Now, just what are you doing?”
“I love you, too, Karen! And my knee’s better—not a lot but
a little less stiff and, you know, smelly.”
“Smelly? Did you hurt your knee? What’d you do to it? Why
didn’t you call me. Should we run to the hospital?”
“Gotcha!”
“Mom, damn it.”
She looked both worried and relieved at the same time, made
me feel terrible bad about fooling her—worse about wishing her
away. But then she started right in on her usual reprimands.
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“Well, Mom, it’s nothing to joke about. We should get you
one of those alarm things, so if you fall. . . . Look at you,
though. What are you doing? Just look! You’re not even
watching the telly.”
“You want me watching telly? Get me a TV Guide
subscription.”
“TV Guide? I don’t think it’s around anymore. Anyhow, I
just meant that watching telly would be better than just sitting
there—moping.”
“I was just thinking, Karen. Relaxing here—thinking.”
“I know you were—and you gotta stop it.”
You and I are entertaining the same thought—stop thinking?
But Karen has a bullet-proof mind: protects her from hearing
any response, especially reasonable ones. Besides, like I was
saying, she was only trying to help. I knew that. But help what?
I knew it was something, something ailing, but I didn’t want to
put a name to it.
OK, I will. I’ll say it. Max’s death. My dear Max.
“Mom, I am so sorry, and I know you realize this. Still. . . .
No kind of intense concentration or self-recrimination is going
to bring back Dad. It’s not. You gotta face it. I know it’s so
hard. You gotta just get out and—you know. It’s not being
unfaithful. It’s what he’d want.”
Karen didn’t mean to be cruel, and she didn’t mean to attack
me with those lines about what Max would have wanted me to
do. But I really couldn’t face that, the thought of Max still
having thoughts about me, watching me. That he was
somewhere. Still in love. Karen wasn’t trying to evoke such
anguishing memories, and part of me knew she wouldn’t do
that, not in any detail. But she scared me still. And maybe I
wanted her to do just as she was doing. I didn’t know what she
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was liable to go and do with calling up memories, and a part of
me wanted to keep it that way.
I hauled out a diversion, knowing all along it wouldn’t work:
“That a new shirt, Karen? What’s it say?”
“Huh? It says, ‘Women who seek equality with men lack
ambition!’ Don’t change the subject, Mom. Look here what I
brought.”
There was nothing for it. A brand new “Community
Education Catalog—Fall 2019.”
You can see where this is going. Karen had several marked
just for me:
Acting for Fun—Adults
Introduction to Improvisation
Dancing—Ballroom and Beyond
Freshwater Fishing
I’m not making this up. Improv? Dancing? Fishing? Only
reed I could locate I grasped, thin as it was.
“That’s lovely of you, dear. You know, I saw something
caught my eye right away—timely, too, as they just opened
one.”
“Opened one what?”
“It says right here.”
I showed her, knowing that otherwise she would think I was
trying to escape.
“Holy bouncing buttocks, Mom! Casino Dealer School?
C’mon you really have to consider this seriously. Card dealer? I
know they just opened that damned casino, but you? A dealer?
You don’t even gamble. Do you? Hell, I know you don’t.
Consider this seriously, Mom.”
“I have.”
I forgot to tell you that Karen was very pretty, always had
been. Right then, in her exasperated kindness, she looked so like
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Max. I was surprised I let that idea into my head, but there it
was.
And so the die was cast—as it were. There were five of us in
the class. Not that the class was anything remarkable. Blackjack
dealing isn’t as easy as you’d think—only it is. Turns out we
didn’t even have to shuffle the cards; machines did that. But it
was still a slight challenge: moving at just the right speed, being
courteous with clients (“clients”!) but never personal. Most of
all—you guessed what was “most of all”: not tipping anything
off. You’d think there’d be little to tip off, but elaborate
schemes to rob these casinos by way of artful cheating had been
detected, and many times prosecuted—in Reno and Las Vegas
and Monte Carlo. Also in Pittsburgh, of all places. Yep. Of
course they didn’t let on in the class what these schemes were or
how they worked. Too bad—that would have been something
worth attending to. Someone in the class, someone behind me,
actually asked the instructor to give us the details. Beat me to
the punch.
“You crazy?” He said.
Anyhow, here’s what I found interesting—the one attentiongrabber in the five sessions: there are these powerfully strong
one-way mirrors all across the ceilings, constructed at great
expense so that crawling spies up there can spot dealers who are
in the take. “In the take”: that’s what they say if you are partner
to one of these schemes. Maybe it’s “on the take.” Doesn’t
matter. Anyhow, sounds fun, seemed to me, being in the take. I
had always admired Mafia sorts, found myself cheering for the
Corleones. But I never imagined myself as Vito or Salvatore.
Great names, though.
Guess who didn’t show up the very first day I was working,
waited until the second. I won’t insult you by assuming you
wouldn’t guess right away.
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“Hi, Mom! I’m here to win a bundle!”
“Quiet, Karen! We’re not supposed to engage in personal
conversations or encourage family members to join our tables.”
“I see. All on the hush-hush. I won’t breathe a word and
we’ll clean out this joint. Deal ‘em out. Make sure I got a
winner.”
The other clients—it was a full table—seemed not to notice
a thing, were silent and glum as usual. It’s a strange thing, I
found, that almost nobody in casinos appears to be having any
fun—they seem not to be experiencing anything at all,
mummified and strange.
So, it went fine with Karen, after all. I was terrified she’d do
something to lose me my job or get me arrested, but she really
didn’t stay long. And she was well-behaved, kept her trap shut
after that opening salvo. I purposefully didn’t notice if she won
or lost. Actually, that’s not true: she won just a little, no thanks
to me. And she kept her eyes on the cards. Even when she left,
she only smiled and winked.
***
A couple of weeks in, I noticed a repeat client, a woman
maybe a little bit older than me—or maybe it was just her grey
hair. I colored mine, to tell the truth, though this woman
somehow made me feeling guilty that I did. Anyhow, she
wasn’t nearly as zombie-like as the rest—in fact, seemed warm
and friendly, without saying much of anything. Sometimes you
can tell.
She was quite regular in her attendance, maybe, it occurred
to me, because I headed a very low-stakes table. My friend—so
she seemed—didn’t appear to be well-off, maybe worse than
that. I say so because she wore clothes that looked old—clean
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but old—and she seemed to care whether she won or lost, unlike
all the rest I’d herded into low-stakes disaster. She tried to hide
it, but I could see her disguising a wince if I dealt myself a
blackjack or won with a lucky card or dealt her a card pushed
her over the top.
This one day, on my break, I ran into her in the Women’s.
Now, you’re thinking that’s odd, and you’re right: we weren’t
supposed to use the public restrooms—another of their paranoid
worries about criminal conspiracies—but they were closer to
my table and I was tired that day.
We started talking—and talking more and more. Next day
more of the same. And then I discovered that Marge had also
been widowed, her beloved Bert having died within a week of
Max. She had started coming here only a little while ago—she
didn’t know why. It seemed as if we had the same feelings,
though, feelings that had driven us just to different sides of the
same table.
You guessed it. I had noticed earlier that my shuffler had a
little kink in it, not much and not always reliable. Now and then,
though, I caught a glimpse of—yep. We worked out a very
subtle blink system, me and Marge, and a schedule of irregular
and modest winnings. Sometimes she lost for a couple days in a
row, then on other times she won a bit more than she had
thrown away.
Marge and I get together outside of the damned smoky
casino, too. Pretty often, as it happens—and no, not at shopping
malls. Bars sometimes.
Yeah, with Karen. Yep. Marge says she likes Karen—and I
believe she does. What’s next?
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GETTING OFF MY BUM
The Tylers always left me the same message
when I was babysitting for them: “Don’t call
unless there’s blood.”
What do you do when you can’t find a
babysitter? Duct tape the baby to the wall.
The babysitter was trying to get ketchup out of
the glass container when the parents called. The
kid answered the phone: “Barbara can’t talk
right now. She’s hitting the bottle.”
Dad made this big deal of tapping at my door—actually shut
it first so he wouldn’t seem like he was intruding, like he was
respecting my privacy, which he called—I’m not making this
up—“my space.” Wonder what idiot-site fed him that?
“Jake, you know we love you, your mom and me. You know
that? Know how very much we love you? Do you?”
Try to imagine something more ass-grinding embarrassing.
Maybe the time your dad demonstrated all about making babies,
using charts and saying, over and over “It’s nothing to be
ashamed of,” and “let me know if you have questions—and I
know you do!” while you were trying so hard to wish him away,
otherwise engaged—strapped into the electric chair or walking
the plank.
I am never at a loss for words, so I said, “Yeah—so? I’m
pretty busy here. See you later.”
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He was so full of steam, nothing I could say was going to
stop him. “Well, son, I won’t take a lot of your time. I realize
you are especially busy this time of year. Anyhow, your mother
and I have been talking, you know.”
He paused, as if I should say something.
“This time of year?”
“I just figured, you know.”
He paused again, looking slack-jawed expectant.
“That’s interesting—no, wait. It isn’t.”
“You’re so witty, Jake. That’s one of the things we truly love
about. . . .”
I had to do something—and right away. “What’d you want?
Like I say, deefie, I’m busy.”
“As it happens, that’s just it, Jake. Being busy. Just what I
wanted to discuss—get your views on.”
My views? What in hell was this? I now really was at a loss
for words, just stared at him, trying to show how bored I was.
I’m real good at looking bored—but now I was only half-bored,
which proved to be fatal.
He didn’t miss a goddamned beat. “Look, Jake. Unlike most,
almost all, parents—including parents of your friends, I’ll bet—
. . .”
That was my chance to butt in, but I missed it.
“Unlike them, we don’t have stale, routine and, you know,
stereotyped objections to your life—for instance, we don’t mind
you playing video games.”
“I don’t play video games.”
“Really? Why not?”
My dad was kind of fat. Did I tell you that? Anyhow, I said
the worst thing, “What do you care?”
“Oh, we care, son. Don’t ever think we don’t care. Anything
but that.”
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I just stared, tried to imitate going to sleep sitting there.
Then, of course, he started right in again. “Really, you don’t
play video games, Jake? Of course I believe you. But——I’ll be
damned. Your mom and I do. Did you know that? Maybe the
three of us could—well, it’s up to you.”
Maybe if I had a knife I could behead him. I’ll ask for one
for Christmas. A safari knife—pretend I need one for a video
game, or maybe LARP.
“Well, anyhow, Jake, let’s stick to present issues and not get
distracted. Here’s what we think—and it involves a present.”
Had he read my mind? A present—had to be a knife—
maybe something like a wasp knife, that not only stabs but then
injects gas into the wound. I don’t know what kind of gas, but I
could find out. It’s got to be poison. Of course I knew all along
it’d be something he thought was improving and ageappropriate. Maybe a pair of knickers or a manual on finding
your sexual identity.
Still, since I couldn’t help but wonder, I had to work some to
maintain my exasperated stare.
“Jake, here it is. With no more ado.”
I took the envelope, ignoring that “no more ado” horror,
though I kind of let my mind roam to thinking about where he’d
picked it up and where I’d heard it before. Why did I give a
shit?
Of course I opened the envelope, and there it was. I’ll spare
you the dialogue that followed, just say that what he called “the
present” was the worst thing imaginable: a gift certificate to the
community college—I could walk to it, very safe—for a class
called “Babysitting for Beginners.”
I lied before when I said I’d spare you what followed the
envelope-opening, since it’s important. Anyhow, I’m going to
include it, since I’m in charge. What it was was my dad saying,
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“We’re not being critical, Jake, but we did think you needed
to—you know—do something like this, something. . . .”
“That would make money, so you wouldn’t have to give me
any.”
“No, no. Oh, I see you’re kidding. No, Jake, we aren’t being
critical. We love you so, and. . . .”
“I see,” I said. “You want me doing something useful,
getting off my bum.” I wanted to include that because it was my
one good line in this whole nightmare. And even that’s not
much of a line. He tongue-tied me, my dad. The part about my
bum didn’t even slow him down. A normal person would at
least be embarrassed, but I could have dropped my pants and
waved my wang at him and he’d have thought it was something
all teens did, and good for me, and did I want to talk about it.
***
“Why’re you here?”
This was from the girl sitting next to me. I guess she was
pretty, though I’m not supposed to care yet—even to notice.
Like what we’re supposed to be and do makes any difference.
“I’m here,” I said, “because I am eager to expand my range
of abilities and, not to hide anything, to make myself more
employable in ways appropriate for youths like me eager to
avoid drugs, sex, and other fun activities.”
“You’re a hog’s ass, that’s what you are—am I right?” She
said that plain as anything, not smiling.
“More like a chimpanzee’s ass, I’d say. All pronounced and
bright. They have more character.”
I knew she’d turn right away, but she didn’t, just ignored
what I’d said. I really liked that.
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“Parents, right?” She kept looking me straight in the eyes. I
think she was trying to unnerve me. Actually, I didn’t think that
at all. Funny I didn’t.
“Yeah. You, too?”
“It’s time I made myself useful, stopped enjoying myself,
and learn that the world’s not all fun and games and boys and
dating and—shudder—sex.”
“Your parents talk about sex?”
“You know.”
“Yeah.”
The instructor then came in, started right up, didn’t even tell
us her name, not that we gave a hoot in hell. I got that
expression, hoot in hell, from my grandma, who is OK, a whole
hell of a lot better than—you know.
This instructor woman began with a hand-out, a
questionnaire: four yes-no questions.
“Answer honestly or there’s no point in answering at all.”
What a bitch, you’re thinking. Me, too. I looked at the girl
next to me, but she was doing the questionnaire:
1. Do you like kids, taking care of them?
2. Are you patient with them?
3. Do you feel responsible enough for the job?
4. Is your primary motivation making money?
Actually, this wasn’t as easy as you suppose, not for me. I
was tempted to say no to all but the last question, but I didn’t
know where that’d land me—maybe in a therapy session—and
also I was kinda interested in this girl. I should have said that
there were about fifteen, just about, in the class, not all of them
girls, maybe half and half. I knew a couple of kids from school,
but mostly not.
“What’d you put down?”I asked her.
“Just play along, idiot!” she said—but she was smiling.
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From there, we broke into groups to discuss real boring stuff
about motivation and thinking outward and cultivating patience
and healthy diets and bathroom habits. A lot on bathroom habits
and responsibilities. Imagine something more embarrassing. It
could have been worse, though, as I was in this group with this
girl I was telling you about and two guys from school I knew,
too.
We talked about things that were super-dumb, such as how
to control kids without seeming to do so or getting rough and
what kinds of games—ever so fun—to play. But also some
good stuff, like how much to charge and when it’s OK to call
the parents or just leave their house and say hell with it.
This went on week after week, with the groups changing a
little, which wasn’t so bad as I pretend it was, since June (the
first girl and still great, even with that doofus name) wasn’t the
only pretty one there. In fact——well, you’re not interested.
Neither am I—ha!
By the last meeting, we were getting even more focussed on
one another, I guess you could say, and less on the idiotic class.
Even June. I mean even June was interested in the rest of us,
even me. I know that because she said so.
“I don’t want you taking this the wrong way, ass-face idiot,
but I like you.”
I quickly went through a whole range of possible responses
in my head, all bad, until I hit upon, “Oh, thanks.”
I deserved to be booted into next week, but June actually
touched me—on the arm, pervert!—and said, “That’s
charming,” which tells you a lot more about June than me, since
I’ve looked in the mirror once or twice and know damned well
I’m not charming.
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Anyhow, this last class we got some “Open Discussion”
time, which meant the Instructor needed to go get a smoke. Fine
by us.
You know what we did? We decided that if all of us went
solo, we’d just be competing for the limited number of brat jobs
around. If we combined, though. . . . Wish I could say that was
my idea—or June’s—but it came from this other pretty girl,
Karen, who seemed to have attached herself to this real creep,
Marty, who was a real good buddy of mine, even if he was a
creep.
Anyhow, we got our certificates, which we needed for the
Better Business Bureau or some damned thing. And right after
that we all had this meeting, private, to get our syndicate
going. We thought of a good name: Babysitters Anonymous.
There were some objections, but June liked it, so it stuck.
Anyhow, it was better than some of the other suggestions:
Sit Your Kids on Experienced Laps
Kids Driving You Nuts? We Can Fix That
We Aren’t Good But We’re Cheap
Take a Chance With Us—We Haven’t Lost Any Yet
We Don’t Use Drugs
June was elected President. I wasn’t elected anything, but I
figure I’m still second in command to June. I’m not just making
that up. She told me. What she said was, “You can handle the
boring details, bubble bum.” She didn’t mention me being
charming. She didn’t have to. That’s the way I see it.
She wouldn’t have used “bum” otherwise.
As for my parents, I told them they were the best, that I
loved them ever so deeply and that nobody ever had parents like
them. Sure I did.
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THE DRIVE OF YOUR LIFE
Two wrongs don't make a right, but three lefts do.
The one thing that unites all human beings, regardless
of age, gender, religion, economic status or ethnic background, is that, deep down inside, we ALL believe that
we are above average drivers.
Dave Barry
The only fly in the oatmeal was Beth Ann Johnson. Big
fly—sloppy oatmeal. Otherwise, I gotta admit it wasn’t so bad.
And that was like saying, “Apart from this nagging leprosy, it’s
a fine life!”
I didn’t bring up the subject of Beth Ann Johnson to
colleagues, didn’t have to. They were obsessed with her,
couldn’t keep their tongues from wagging on the one subject
sure to disturb my equanimity. Especially Ben, who taught
some kind of science for idiots: Beth Ann Johnson, over and
over, blab-blab-blab, every lunch hour—indigestion hour, and
not even a full hour at that.
“She’s such a kiss-ass, makes me want to shove a test-tube
up her nose,” Ben remarked. “Know what I mean?”
“Oh, I do,” knowing it was impossible to deflect Ben and
wondering, too, why it was I didn’t agree entirely. Beth Ann
Johnson had terrible flaws, flaws the size of Pike’s Peak (not
that I was interested in breasts, not on students) but being a
successful suck-up was not among them. I’d have had no
objections to that, but Beth Ann Johnson was inept even at
insincere flattery. Inexcusable.
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Actually, Beth Ann Johnson didn’t really make personal
comments. Not in my experience. She stuck to the subject at
hand relentlessly, just one of her infuriating habits. Oh sure, she
came to office hours (and yes, of course, community college
teachers have office hours), spoke to me after class, but always
about homework or tests, questions she had about driving or
sex. That sounds personal, perhaps, but it wasn’t, as will
become clear if you’re patient.
But there’s no understanding Beth Ann Johnson without
some background information and a few illustrative stories, all
strictly true. And these are not the worst I could share. I’m
trying to be scrupulously fair here.
I’ve been teaching for many years, as a loyal and, yes,
obedient member of what I liked to call a faculty team. That’s
the best term—at least for what our association should be.
I was useful. That was one way to look at it. That’s the way
my boss had chosen to look at it: “You’ll be useful,” he
remarked in breaking the news of a new assignment. Mother
would have approved. “Make yourself useful; mash the
potatoes.”
Wasn’t like I had a choice. True, but that subtracted not one
bit from my dedication to utility.
Two classes during the day I taught art. Up until four years
ago, that had been four periods of art, the entire day. Just the
one subject. Heaven.
It didn’t feel like heaven at the time. The students had no
interest and less talent. Of course, there had been that occasional
devoted and brilliant kid, rare but shining. Only there hadn’t
been. Sure, I varied their grades, now and then flunked
someone, just to keep up appearances.
I am a born teacher.
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When the district and the college had dropped their support
of the arts, I had protested vigorously, along with everyone else
whose values were lined up properly. Imagine cutting art
instead of football! Truth be told, I liked football, even the
community college version. And I probably didn’t like art, if I
let myself think much about it. Besides, the department chair
assured me they would “see to” my interests, not forget my
many contributions, find a way to keep alive my hopes and
dreams for art education and for the young folks and the adults
of the community. After all, we all had a stake in this, right?
“We can’t have a school full of cretins, can we?” asked the
Chair.
“No!” I had agreed.
“We’ll find a way, don’t you fear,” the Chair promised.
“I’ll not fear,” I had said.
“We have nothing to fear but fear itself,” said the Chair.
“I can’t quite agree with you there,” I had protested, firmly
but not what you’d call disrespectfully.
“Well, you’re right. We have plenty to fear beside fear itself.
What do you fear beside fear itself?”
“Enclosed spaces and turtles, the snapping kind.”
“I’m afraid of that horrid Machiavelli, Pamela.”
“Me, too. Why do you fear her?”
“I want her job and she knows it.”
“You deserve it.”
“Yes.”
So, that’s how it had come to pass that I had found my
schedule supplemented by one class in “All You Should Know
About Sex” and one in “Driving Safety.”
The transition was difficult at first, but I was a flexible
teacher, just as I had been a flexible student, an excellent
student. While other kids found themselves liking one subject
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and not liking another, I was blessed with an across-the-board
equal-opportunity indifference. When it came time to put away
the social science texts and pull out the math, others sometimes
found themselves still thinking about the wrongs done to Native
Americans or the twenty-two cultural differences separating us
from the Chinese. I cared as much for math as for Indians or
Chinese. Nothing. That ability not to give a shit, coupled with
an eagerness to please, formed an unbeatable combination.
I always said—they were my watchwords—that the best
preparation for teaching was life itself. The sex course was but
one illustration of the living truth of this maxim, my prop and
stay. I had mentioned this precept in several letters to the editor,
written during times of public consternation over education,
prompted by what others saw as crises in funding or failures in
bringing to our community adequate tools to rise to the top.
Most recently, concerned citizens had become alarmed over the
failure of their sons and daughters to do well on standardized
tests. Though my particular college was exempt from such
testing, my educational interests were wide and I shared that
concern and did not take shelter with so many of my colleagues
behind easy ridicule of those tests. I said openly that I felt the
tests themselves, the tests per se, were not the problem; the
problem was the failure of our educational system to bring to
the classroom that requisite life experience which alone could
arm students to do battle with the forces of smart phones, drugs,
and political correctness. So far as I could tell, I was a voice
crying in the wilderness.
There was one disadvantage of teaching different courses
rather than just the one: I sometimes (understandably) forgot
which class I was in, found myself talking to the sex class about
double clutching and the driving class about the responsibility
to attend to the needs of the other.
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“Abstinence only” was the official policy. I agreed
wholeheartedly and used it as the organizing principle in all
three subjects I was charged with teaching. Abstain altogether
from dangerous sexual intercourse, from driving, from doing
art!
I was honestly uncertain whether Beth Ann Johnson was
wholeheartedly committed to the abstinence-only policy. That
uncertainty gnawed at me deeply, as I was sure that the policy
served not only the needs of the college at large but those of the
general population. I didn’t think I much liked my students, the
young ones especially, but I knew very well how to teach them,
using a principle that had served me well all his years: noncoercive joy.
Faced with this new subject, sex, about which I figured I
knew as much as the next guy, I asked students openly what
their views were, and I listened with unusual care. Then I
repeated back to the class in more grammatical and polite
language what they had told me they wanted to hear.
Not that I was without experience of my own to draw on,
sexual experience. And I was aware that his root principle called
upon me to bring into the classroom exactly that direct
knowledge, no disguises. The difficulty was that I hadn’t been
what you would call especially thoughtful in relation to that
experience, which may have been vast, for all I knew. Sexual
activity had happened; that went without saying. But lots of
things happened I couldn’t reasonably be expected to remember
all that well, and then turn around to instruct others in. Still, l I
did it.
I taught free style, easy to say but tough to do. Beth Ann
Johnson aside, students of all ages were wildly appreciative, I
sensed. I was a radical, a path-breaker, one who would be
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written about in years to come and should be written about now,
were I not surrounded by half-wits.
In art, I had allowed all. If students failed to blossom under
my unrestrictive tutelage, it wasn’t because I intruded on their
native talents. I had had to make some adjustments in advanced
sex ed, but not many. The official policy (abstinence only)
appeared, at first glance, restrictive, at variance with my basic
and unshakable permissiveness. But I found quickly that I could
adjust, whether Beth Ann Johnson liked it or not.
Abstinence, I soon discovered, could be readily transformed
from a dark Puritanical restriction into a virtual trampoline of
twisting inventive fun. All I had to do was let the students,
young and old, run and roar; and, as I foresaw, they brought a
whole lot to the table when the discussion turned to the joys of
abstinence. As I (and they) saw it, the main challenge was to
find ways of having sex without letting things (I found it best
not to be explicit) get dangerously far into other things. A gifted
teacher could teach, if not by doing, than by creating a
welcoming, non-judgmental atmosphere where informed
discussions appropriate to the subject could take place:
discussions of mouths and other handy body cavities and
extensions; licking, and spanking, and third parties. The official
district policy said—or, if it didn’t, didn’t expressly forbid
saying—that abstinence did not mean absenting oneself from
pleasure; it meant avoiding pregnancy, disease, and financial
complications, not to mention marriage and wholly unhealthy
talk of “love” and “feelings.” The students soon learned that
abstinence involved turning loose one’s inventive capacities on
bodies, one’s own and another’s—perhaps on large collections
of bodies. Short of one trifling restriction, abstinence opened
doors into new and exciting territories.
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Students were not slow to shout out their discoveries of new
vistas, helped along by the (sometimes) more experienced
adults: elbows and knees and clothing and furniture. Pets and
neighbors, food and tree branches: the whole world became one
instrument of joy. All was permitted, all! Or nearly all.
Same held with equal force in driving.
But this last course brought me something less than the
unexampled success I was enjoying with art and advanced sex.
Winner of several teaching awards I was, not that such
verifications were required. Everyone knew. I knew.
Beth Ann Johnson didn’t know. Beth Ann Johnson was a
student in both the Sex and the Driving classes, a lurid
nightmare in the first and worse in the second. Not that she was
one of those impertinent, bra-snapping, gum-popping,
inattentive, criminal smart alecks. Well, she was
just that, down deep, but she tried to disguise it by being polite
and affable. I wasn’t fooled for one minute. Other girls had
crossed their legs at me, shamelessed themselves, hoping to win
favor. Beth Ann Johnson was a dime-a-dozen floozy. Take a
number—get in line, Ms. Beth Ann Johnson!
“Miss Johnson, are you attending?”
“Oh yes, yes I am.”
“What did I just say?”
“Front-seat cup-holders are not meant to hold spare change,
since spare change can shift around and cause the cups many
use for coffee or soft drinks to fit uneasily in the holders,
tipping over at the wrong time and spilling scalding or iced
liquid, both equally bad, down the legs of one of the principals
and threatening peril to the car, its occupants, and other sharers
of the highway—sir.”
“No, I wasn’t.”
“But—sorry, sir.”
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“Don’t think you can win me over by being agreeable.”
“No, sir.”
“I see right through you, Miss Johnson.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Are you being sarcastic?”
“Oh, no, sir.”
“Don’t think you can use your little ways on me, Miss
Johnson. I’m on to your game.”
She produced a blush and what may have been tears. I knew
that ruse.
***
No question about it. Beth Ann Johnson deserved to die.
And I was just the fellow to arrange it, take matters into my own
hands—strong hands and able.
The college didn’t offer private lessons, so there was no way
to isolate Beth Ann Johnson. There would be others in the car.
All must take their chances in this our life. We didn’t ask for it
to be that way, but so it is.
Beth Ann Johnson was joined by three of her classmates. I
put her in the passenger seat, not called the death seat for no
reason. The others were in back, safe as any reasonable
professor and friend of youth could make them. I passed them a
blanket and winked. They didn’t seem to understand, so I
mouthed the word, “Padding!” They looked blank still. I had
done what I could.
There was a state park outside town, pretty in a trite way. I
often hauled art classes out there and let them have a go with
these scenes. It was fitting that Beth Ann Johnson get her just
desserts here, where cliffs abounded, drop-offs and jagged
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rocks, narrow winding roads. Fitting and proper. Dulce et
decorum est pro being-an-insolent-slutty-bitch mori.
I rolled off the driver’s seat and out the door, having first
jerked the wheel toward a precipice, tromped on the accelerator,
and warned those in the back seat to relax.
“Tense up, Miss Johnson.”
I would plead guilty to saying those words, recognizing how
badly they sounded coming from an experienced driving
teacher. Bad advice and not sound pedagogy, but I wouldn’t be
inclined to judge myself harshly. I’m sure you’re with me on
that.
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AFTER THE BALL
Many a heart is aching—if you could read them all.
Charles K. Harris, “After the Ball,” 1891
Just start dancing and then the band will find you.
Tama Kieves
Those who dance are considered insane by those
who can't hear the music.
George Carlin
Oh damn and southern fried shit, here they were—in a circle,
right there. Good thing I’d put a robe on. And how’d they get
in? Brought their husbands along with em, too—louts every one
of them, all unemployed, for sure.
“Hi, Mom,” said all six, as if I’d pulled a string—talking
dolls—yah-yah-yah-yah-yah. “Happiest birthday ever!”
Actually, it really was nice of them to arrange this, and I’d even
go through the motions, say how bowled over I was, if only now
they’d leave.
Debby, the only sensibly named of the three (Doreen and
Bianca were the other two), seemed to have been elected
spokeswoman:
“We went together, Mom, to get you what Doreen calls an
action gift—action in several senses: it involves action, gets you
in on the action, and provides plenty of reciprocal action, now
and into the future.”
Of course I pretended to understand; anything would be
better than explanations. Maybe not anything, as it turned out.
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I won’t keep you guessing. Ballroom dancing—five lessons,
all paid for. Now, how would you have reacted? Actually, I
don’t give a damn about you. Me, I reached deep into my bag of
responses and came out with, “What?”
Naturally, they wanted more, so, just to complete this round,
I followed through with exclamations of joy and wonder.
What I was dreading came at me like an overflowing septic
system (and yes, I do know about them): “You have to meet
new people, Mom.” And my favorite: “It’s time you were in
contact, Mom, full-bodied contact.”
Imagine: not only thinking about Mother, bodies, and sex but
joking about them, visualizing the whole menage. What
deplorables I have raised, and what disasters they have wed.
“Full-bodied, my bouncing ass!” I said, before thinking, thus
adding to the jejune merriment.
At least that pornographic flourish seemed to cap things and
send them packing—for now. Maybe I could move to Utah or
some such ghastly location—and leave no forwarding address.
***
I spent the next eleven days thinking of ways to avoid this
deranged inanity, this . . . . Oh well, consulting a Thesaurus for
what it was helped not at all. Maybe made me feel better, but
that was a trap. I mustn’t feel better.
You’re thinking I could just have stayed home, claiming to
have lost the certificate. Shows you’ve never dealt with my
daughters.
I got to the appointed place on time, for some reason. A high
school, it was, and a gymnasium. At least there were no
streamers, just a big sign: “BALLROOM DANCING—FOR
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SINGLES. ONLY SINGLES ALLOWED.” Was that last
someone’s idea of a joke, someone running this?
I presented my coupon to an elderly gentleman, probably
twenty years my junior. He didn’t drool, which counted for
something. There were some others there, divided neatly by
gender, as near as I could tell. I fell in with the women, all lined
up, like we were back in high school, after the game, the free
sock hop.
The woman next to me gave me a little nudge.
I kept myself from nudging back, turned to look.
“You here with a gift certificate?” she asked with a grin,
really an agreeable grin.
“Yeah.”
“Your kids?”
“Yeah.”
“Wonder if there’s anybody here on their own hook?”
“That’d be pathetic beyond thinking. Maybe the men?”
“Probably. They don’t count.”
“Right.”
“I’m Juidth.”
“Hi. Marie.”
We might have gone on with this, but the moon-faced
instructor suddenly appeared. He’d probably been under the
bleachers, drinking. Anyhow—
“Welcome. Who is here for the first time? Ha Ha!”
He didn’t laugh, just said, “Ha Ha.” Never experienced that
before. Once a lifetime is plenty.
“OK, then. Let’s get right to it. Time is rocketing. Grab a
partner, any partner. Doesn’t matter which gender. Ha ha!”
Nobody moved.
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“Just anyone who is handy. Women, you move first. You
know how shy men are. And don’t worry. It’ll be easy to change
partners—every session, if you like.”
Turns out that was a giant lie.
Anyhow, I tried to pair up without looking, pretty much
managed it.
“Thank you,” whoever it was said.
I figured we couldn’t go through the hour mute, so I did say,
“You won’t thank me after you’ve been to the toe doctor.”
I knew what was coming—a joke to trump mine. This was a
man, after all, and he wasn’t going to let a female jocularity
remain untopped.
But he did, just chuckled softly—or maybe choked.
The instructor wasted no time. “We have to pack in so much
here, stuff two hours into one. I don’t know what they were
thinking. Do any of you?”
He paused as if expecting a response. Certifiable.
Anyhow, once he got into his spiel, his statements were
generally clear, if preposterous. This session, turns out, shoved
together learning the “Closed Dance Hold,” a maneuver, he
repeated over and over, and must be “Perfect Correct.” I thought
I’d misheard, but no. “Perfect Correct.”
Seems simple, but no. There were five components, and
since you’re fascinated, I’ll list them, though you sure don’t
want to try all this at home:
1. Lady slightly to the right, so knees don’t bang and feet
remain untrodden;
2. Hand palm to palm; no pointing fingers—not ever;
3. Man’s hand on back—mid-back;
4. The wrist (his, I think) should make contact with
underarm;
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5. Lady’s (he called us ladies always, which I found—
somehow—kindly) hand should be on the seam of the man’s
shirt.
“Remember those five principles and follow them and
you’re off to a fine start,” he said. “It’s only a start,” he added,
and then he paused for a very long time: “But never forget—
good dancing begins with a good hold.”
We practiced good holding for eight-ten hours, seemed like,
William (he somehow slipped his name in amidst the
practicing) and me. We were bad at first but finally met with the
approval of our fastidious boss—William did not have a sweaty
palm, nor did he break silence much. Two fine traits in a fella!
The other half of the first lesson had us back in gender-pure
arrangements, men to the left and ladies opposite, standing flat
against the wall, very flat, maximizing pain and impatience, but
obeying the second rule of the crucial great ones, which must
have been to imitate a popsicle stick.
“Stand with your back flat to the wall and carry it to the
floor”: we were told that several times.
And we were given stirring encouragement: “Ladies, you’re
doing great. Men, not so great. Too much serious manual labor,
am I right, boys? Aching backs? Tote that barge and lift that
bale, huh? What’s it mean to tote a barge? Anyone know? I’ve
always wondered. Oh, well.”
This posture exercise, he said, would allow us, and I’m not
inventing this, “To present a regal and majestic appearance.” I
don’t know about William or the others but that’s for sure what
I was after, not only to possess it but to allow (force) others to
remark on it, my majestic regality.
You’re wondering about the music. Wasn’t any. Good way
to learn dancing, you’re thinking, but that just shows how little
you know.
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Second class was equally tuneless, but not without its
benefits in the fundamental line.
The first half—I swear a full half-hour—was devoted to
learning where heads go. Not only must you look over the
partner’s shoulder, but “your nose should follow the toes.” He
had us all repeat that maxim many times. I know I will never
forget it. If I learn nothing else, well. . . .
The second half was even more static—and resolutely silent.
Here we learned how to maintain frame and connection. I never
was sure what exactly maintaining frame amounted to, partly
because I didn’t know what a “frame” was, but at least I learned
to avoid what he called “the most common and disastrous
mistake,” letting the arms fall. Oh my!
“The lady,” he insisted, and not mildly, “must not have a
noodle arm.” Noodle arms, you see, threaten to make the whole
frame collapse, and it goes without saying we mustn’t have that.
I’m proud to say I avoided noodling the entire session. I hope to
go to my grave without lapsing into such a disgraceful habit.
By the third week, I had grown used to the absence of sound,
as if we had all gone to a concert and the band had failed to
show up. Also, I was getting used to William and we just
naturally paired up. I know what you’re whispering to one
another. Well, shut the hell up: we hadn’t exchanged ten words.
Demanding as the first two meetings had been, this one—
“hump day,” the instructor called it with no apparent
recognition of what he was saying—this class, I say, packed
together “Learning the correct single hand-hold connection” and
“Maintaining the Big Top.” If you’re thinking all that is
ambitious to the point of impossible, you’d be right.
We learned, first, that in competition dancing a loss of hand
connection, even for the merest flash of a second, could and
would spell disaster. Hell on earth! And we also learned that in
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swing and Latin dancing the hand connections were different. I
didn’t listen carefully to that, as we all were there to master
waltzing and fox trotting—and nothing beyond, for now—for
ever.
Maintaining the big top, though, cut straight to the very heart
of things. You see, we’d all of us learned, to various degrees of
incompetency, head-together slow-dancing. But, damn and hell,
that was exactly the opposite of what is required for ballroom
dancing. Keep heads together and what do you suppose will
happen? Concussions and even beheadings, that’s what. No,
maintain a large gap between heads, since we’re going to be
doing some pretty fancy turning patterns.
To make all this clear and memorable, our instructor told us
to think of ourselves together as ice-cream-cone shaped. That’d
do it—or, he said, think of Big Top.
William said he preferred Ice-Cream, as Big Top made him
think of circus tents, which would require us to be pyramid
shaped, which might be beyond our range, even such a FredGinger pair as us.
I agreed.
Fourth session introduced—you got it—some really fine
music, from my parent’s era and so sweet. Somehow, the things
to remember this time seemed not just easier but even pleasant,
less like trying to anticipate future pleasure than reaching back
into the past, relocating something you’d imagined was lost.
We did learn the dance walk—gliding and not heavy
plodding—and also how to count steps without making it seem
metronome-like and rigid. Also—and he put this very gently—
the lady’s foot mustn’t precede the man’s. I liked it that he
didn’t say anything about women not “leading.”
I was going to mention that to William, but he said it first.
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“You know, Marie, all through high school I was hoping
someone else would lead—usually the girl or other boy—as it
was too much for me.”
“Me, too. I did lead now and then—just a mistake. Did you
dance some with boys, William?”
“Yeah, it was easier. Didn’t you dance with girls?”
“I did. After we emerged from our required forty-five
minutes in the bathroom.”
I liked it that he didn’t ask what we did in there.
The only instruction I remember of our last lesson was a
very valuable tip, known to few: “When women glide
resolutely, it is virtually impossible to step on her toes.”
“We could make it a game, Marie,” William said. “You glide
resolutely and I’ll see if I can locate my tromps.”
I don’t know what I said, as the music changed then and the
song that came on, “Always,” seemed to issue somehow from
inside me, from some place I had walled off.
Days may not be fair—Always
That’s when I’ll be there—Always
Not for just an hour.
Not for just a day.
Not for just a year.
But always.
I started to cry so hard.
William didn’t ask me what was wrong—just held me, very
close.
“It’s such a lie,” I said.
“Yes, it is,” he said.
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BRIGHTEN THE CORNER
Someone far from harbor you may guide across
the bar—
Brighten the corner where you are.
Ina Mae Duley Ogdon, “Brighten the
Corner Where You are”
“Hello.”
“Hello—is this—Tania?”
“Tania? No, I’m afraid you have the wrong. . . .”
“Oh, yeah. Tania wasn’t home—the name before you on the
list, you see.”
“I don’t see. But we really are not interested.”
“I do apologize. Please don’t hang up. I am just so worried
we won’t be able to. . . .”
“Be able to what? Look, I’m very busy.”
“I am sure you are, what with being a teacher and all.”
“What? What’s that have to do with anything?”
“The Youth of Today. I bet they keep you hopping.”
“Could you state your business please.”
“Well, they told me, Opal did, to try and get people talking
first, not just spring it on them like a punch in the nose.”
“Punch me.”
“OK. Well, Donald—that’s right, isn’t it? Donald.”
“No, it isn’t. It’s Dornal.”
“Oh, family name? An uncle? Kind of an odd name.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“I’ll bet you have. Must have been hell in about the fifth
grade. Still, it’s very distinctive, gotta say that.”
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Silence.
“Well, Dornal, here it is. I’m calling for a program, a
legitimate non-profit, that works with trying to bring hope
behind bars, which is what we’re called, too: HOPE BEHIND
BARS. You still with me, Dornal?”
“I don’t know why, but I am.”
“I’m a volunteer worker for them, and I am not good at
this—or much of anything. I know that and there’s no need to
tell me.”
“I am sure you’re very good at it—and your name is?”
“Thank you. My name is Claudine. Odd name, I know.”
“Not at all. Tell me why you are calling—how I can help.”
“Oh, you are so kind. We need you to teach a class for us,
for inmates like I said, over at Promontory Community College.
You know where it is?”
“I do. But teach a. . . .”
“Yes. I have it down here that you teach—ah—humanities?”
“Literature.”
“Perfect, Dornal. The course is called ‘Reading and Writing
Poetry.’ Evening class, so we figure you’d be free—or hope you
would.”
“Evening would work—but writing? I don’t teach writing
poetry. Just, you know, reading it.”
“Pretty much the same thing, though, right Dornal?”
“Not at all.”
“Great. Let me explain the logistics—very simple.”
So, you might say I had agreed. I would have been mighty
tough to get a “No” through to Claudine. Hard not to like her all
the more for just that.
***
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And before I knew it, there I was in the classroom, along
with a dozen men—they had explained that keeping women
apart was “part of the punishment.” There had been with them
some kind of prison guard or official who had come up to me
first thing, muttered something about ducking out for a smoke,
giving first a friendly and very manly nudge. “They ain’t so bad.
Just don’t rile ‘em or give them none of that p.c. shit.” Anyhow,
that was the last I saw of any official. Good.
I started right in on the subject, omitting anything personal—
about me or them. I was sure interested in them but figured that
if I were imprisoned I’d hate someone patronizing me, asking
me all sympathetic why I had been locked up. That’d be worse
than contempt or fear. Maybe—what did I know? Anyhow, I
went right to it—even used that phrase:
They told him it couldn’t be done,
So he smiled and went right to it.
He tackled that job that couldn’t be done,
And found he couldn’t do it.
“Whatdya think of that?”
Silence.
“You thought I’d start with Shakespeare or something,
right?”
“We certainly hoped so,” said a tall guy at the end of the
table, maybe grinning and maybe not.
“If that’s what you want, just say so.”
“So,” said somebody.
I wasn’t prepared for this—which was putting it mildly, so,
at a hazard:
“Do any of you have any favorites in that line?”
Nobody spoke, even blinked, so I waited some more. It
wasn’t a strategy to outwait them; I just had nothing to say.
Shakespeare?
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Finally, from a short guy at the back. He may have been
reading this, but I couldn’t tell:
Those four black girls blown up
in that Alabama church
remind me of five hundred
middle passage blacks,
in a net, under water
in Charleston harbor
so redcoats wouldn’t find them.
Can’t find what you can’t see
can you?
I did recognize the Michael Harper poem right off, but
figured I should let the small matter of authorship rest, see if
anyone wanted to comment. They didn’t.
“OK. Anyone else have one?”
This time two raised hands. I just nodded, figured they’d sort
it out.
They did—and out came, again with no discussion before or
after:
They told me I had killed the guy
I wish I had
But they beat me to it
And laid the blame on me.
But I have the last laugh.
I can now get to them
And they sure as hell can’t get to me.
Several nodded at this but somehow it spun right into the
next poem:
My mother told me to be good,
And so did my dad.
But I knew better than either of them
And decided to be bad.
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They liked it then, liked it when
Off to prison they took me with a great big show
Liked it that I was now gonna have to eat crow.
When I get out, soon as I’m free,
They’d better find a way to hide
And keep away from me.
I had some suspicion they were making these up on the spot,
trying to play some kind of joke on me, expose my amateur
status.
Five weeks in, though, and I realized I simply wasn’t visible
to them, was just some kind of instrument. Better, a bad tour
guide: “you don’t like that poem? Look over there, then—
several more to your left.”
I had stopped worrying about offending them or seeming
curious—stopped worrying about myself. Finally, after the third
class, Martin had told me right out:
“Look, Dornal, just keep bringing those poems and reading
them. We don’t want to hear one another’s horseshit. And we
don’t want to talk about our miserable lives. We’re here to
learn, you know.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“Hell you do! Just bring us the best poems you know and
give them to us and read them out loud. That’s all. Maybe we’ll
discuss them or maybe you’ll explain them—maybe not.”
So I did just that. Without explaining.
They did lighten up some, even admitted they had been
shitty just to test me, see if I was okay. I was eager to find out if
I’d pass. Was I okay? It was terribly important.
You know their favorite poem? They agreed to vote the last
day of class, even read it in unison:
Hope is the thing with feathers—
That perches in the soul—
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And sings the tune without the words
And never stops—at all—
And sweetest—in the Gale—is heard—
And sore must be the storm—
That could abash the little Bird
That kept so many warm—
I’ve heard it in the chillest land
And on the strangest sea
Yet—never—in Extremity
It asked a crumb—of me.
I didn’t fool myself into imagining that this moving
Dickinson poem rose up in them from my teaching, that I had
brought this on. Hell, wasn’t like I was teaching at all. As to the
central question, whether I was okay: they didn’t say. If you ask
me, straight out I guess I’d have to say I wasn’t.
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HOW TO RETIRE WITHOUT QUITTING
Except for an occasional heart attack I feel as
young as I ever did.
Robert Benchley
Half our life is spent trying to find something to
do with the time we have rushed through life
trying to save.
Will Rogers
Terry and I—my name is Willy—both have names,
nicknames, I should say, that can go either way. Know what I
mean? Terry’s given name is Terence and mine is Wilhelm,
believe it or not. Could just as well have been Teresa and
Wilhelmina or maybe Willow. There was a girl in my fourthgrade class named Willow. Very nice girl. Her family moved,
though. Otherwise, Willow might have saved me from
becoming gay, thrown out the rescue line.
Funny how many people still think that way, somewhere in
the back of their minds: poor guy! If only he’d hooked up with
the right girl, any girl. I once had a guy, a co-worker (only he
didn’t do much work), come right out and ask me that.
“Hey, Will,” he said one day at the water-cooler (I know
water-cooler locations are an office cliche, but it really was, and
I might as well be accurate, since it costs no more).
“Hey, Will,” he said, “I’m not bigoted or anything”—notice
how bigots always say that—“but I heard you telling Steve you
dated girls in high school and all. Am I right? I’m pretty sure.
Now, don’t get me wrong, but I was just wondering whether all
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that didn’t go so well and whether that’s one reason, not the
main one, of course, why you—you know.”
I should have said, “I don’t know,” but I couldn’t stand to
prolong the conversation, so I did the worst thing: “Yes, Dave,
that must have been it. Had lots of sex with girls, the finest girls,
but none of it superior—not like you had—and I decided, well,
maybe I should just try boys, what the hell, and—not that it was
better, you know, but cheaper—didn’t have to date, just go into
locker rooms and deserted outhouses.”
As I was about to say, Terry and I were not the same age, not
quite, but were feeling the same old-age pressures, some of
them. One, at least. Might as well say it—retirement. Didn’t
have much choice, either of us, though we were in different
fields, different employers. But none of that is interesting, take
my word for it. You’re going to have to, since I don’t feel like
taking this story in that particular direction.
You’re wanting to know what Terry looks like? No? Too
bad, since he’s really great to look at, even if you’re straight,
which you’re probably really not. Maybe you are, and that’s too
bad for you—but it won’t change how you react to Terry. But
since you’re afraid to see, test yourself, I’ll just go on.
“You know,” Terry says to me, “I think I need a little help
with this, this retirement stuff. Don’t you?”
He didn’t wait for me to reply, though that wasn’t his normal
way of doing things. Had it been, he and I would never have
hooked up—or not for long, anyhow. Extended pauses are not
for me, and I’m surprised I didn’t edge right in—but he was
proceeding, and I figured what the hell, go ahead.
“So, Big Willy, I got this idea. We both toddle on over to
Mountain High Community College and sign ourselves up for
this course they have. Great name: ‘Retirement Does Not Mean
Quitting’.”
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“By ‘quitting’, do they mean dying, Terry?”
“Yes.”
That clinched it. Before you could say, “Jump in front of the
trolley,” we had signed up, bought ourselves nice notebooks and
ball-point pens that didn’t blot, and were seated there in the
front row like the ‘A’ students we planned to be.
While we were sitting there waiting for the professor, Terry
turns to me. “Willy, you know what?”
“No, what, Terry?”
“I been wondering why retirement seems so freakish to me,
you know.”
“Have you decided?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t tell me.”
“OK. It’s because I’ve been working non-stop since the third
grade.”
“Well, you had those first lazy nine years from birth ‘til then,
an extended vacation when you could have been putting your
shoulder to the wheel—and should have been. Besides, you
never did what any bystander would call ‘work’.”
“True enough, but. . . .”
Just then the professor came in and we shut up.
“Hello, class,” he said.
Neither Terry nor I was sure whether we should answer—
you know, not wanting to be suck-ups. I think that’s what they
call them now. In our day it was “teacher’s pets.” Funny how
things like that change—or the words do, anyhow. The little
shits craving the teacher’s attention are probably always the
same. They really can’t help themselves. I expect they still get
bullied mercilessly. I hope so.
“Any questions?” the professor said that as if it were a joke.
Maybe it was. Been a long time since I was around teachers and
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had never been around a professor. Maybe they did things
different.
“Well,” he went on after a pretty long pause, “the main thing
is this. Have a sense of meaning and purpose.” He then wrote
those very words on the board. I copied them down and so did
Terry
“Those with a definite and strong meaning and purpose
guiding them have a 15% lower risk of death than those who are
aimless.” He paused then, as if that maybe were the end of the
class.
I know I was very impressed—15%—wow! Then, when I
thought about it, I realized I didn’t know what the hell exactly
that might mean. I looked over at Terry, but he just shrugged
and looked amused. I saw nothing funny about it, nothing at all.
If there were some way to have a lower risk of death, who’d
balk at that? Reduce that risk to zero! Sign me up, tuition be
damned
I was so busy thinking about all that I missed the first bit of
what he said next, maybe would have kept on trying to locate
my Meaning and Purpose, when I was snapped back to attention
by this noise like a bird being strangled. I know the description
sounds odd, but that is what it sounded like—really. Took me a
minute before I realized it was just this mannerism of the
professor, sort of like trying to clear his throat and not
succeeding, but not exactly that. It’s hard to describe.
Anyhow, by the time I was back in the saddle, he was
writing down Point #2, which was, “Have a Plan—Do What
You Want.”
He went on to explain that we’d every one of us spent our
entire life, at least as adults, tending solely to the needs of
others, and that it was high time we gave some thought about
our own needs.
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“It’s time your kids and other dependents learned to manage
on their own. It’ll be good for them.”
Terry and I looked at one another with full understanding.
Wasn’t like we weren’t used to everyone assuming that
everyone else was straight, married, saddled with dependents.
We knew things would swing round to other areas, where gay
sorts might enter in—maybe.
Just then a guy behind us raised his hand—since he was
behind us we didn’t see the hand but that’s what he must have
done—and asked, “What if you don’t have any idea what you
might want?”
Somebody started to snicker, it sounded like, but the
instructor cut her right off—I think it was a woman snickering,
though maybe not—and said, “That’s an excellent question.”
Terry and I both took the cue and wrote it down right away:
“What if you don’t know what you want?”
“Many of us have had that question answered for us or
rendered irrelevant by the life circumstances forced on us.
We’ve found ourselves living year after year without ever
needing to ask—or thinking to ask—is this what I want to be
doing? Some of us may not even be quite sure what it is exactly
we ARE doing.”
He paused. Then: “Am I right?”
I wasn’t sure, so I tried to look pleasant but still noncommittal. I’m good at that. Terry isn’t.
“But,” the instructor went on, after he had murdered a
pigeon or two, “not being sure of what you want can be a great
advantage. Want to know how that might be?”
We did.
“It’s easy: Make Friends with Your Future.” He wrote that
on the board. I’d heard that professors have lousy handwriting.
Not this one.
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“That clear to you all?” I think that was another of his jokes,
as he followed it right away with a long explanation. The part I
got asked us to relax about it, then make a list of who we used
to be, who we are now, who we want to be, and why. That’s
what I wrote down, at least, though none of that seemed very
relaxing. I looked over at Terry, who crossed his eyes and let his
tongue loll out of the side of his mouth.
The professor then asked us to take, oh, fifteen-twenty
minutes and just jot down whatever came to mind about what
we’d really like, now that we weren’t completely tied to routine.
I did appreciate that way of putting it—tied to routine. Even
though I’d sort of liked the routine I’d been tied to—and so did
Terry, I know—it was nice to think about now being
unharnessed.
As I stared at my notepad, though, I found things coming to
me—at first just one thing. I wrote down: who am I, what do I
want to be, and why—then I wrote—“be with Terry.” I knew
that didn’t really answer all the questions, not grammatically,
but it still seemed right. Call me a C-student, which is all I ever
was on my best days.
As I sat there, though, other things came to me, things about
this future I was making friends with. I let my mind sort of
float, which was usually a bad thing for me to do, for reasons I
won’t go into, but I did anyhow. I kept seeing myself, over and
over, in a park, sort of just there on the outside, watching for a
while and then—of all things—handing out ice-cream, not
selling it, you know, just giving it out. The people getting the
ice cream were all kids and old people, most of them, even the
kids, in not very good health.

***
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When the professor called us back to order, my mind was
still in that park. I looked over at Terry and saw he wasn’t being
any too attentive either.
The professor was going on about how health was more
important than wealth and how we ought to research the best
places to retire and then move to wherever it was. He also said
those thinking positively about aging—here many birds were
trampled—live 7.5 years longer than those who are down in the
dumps.
It wasn’t that I disagreed with any of that but my mind was
elsewhere and when I looked at what was in it, I found I was
just thinking more and more of Terry. Somehow or other we’d
edged closer and ended up holding hands. Usually we don’t do
anything like that in public, not because we’re worried about
getting beat up but because it makes other people
uncomfortable. You can tell. Now, however, it just seemed
right.
We stayed that way until the class ended. I don’t know how
it was and neither does Terry, but turns out we had made some
decisions together there. We both knew it down deep. Don’t ask
me how. We didn’t say much on the way home. I didn’t even
mention the park and the ice cream. I knew I didn’t have to. We
were ready for retirement and without quitting a thing, just like
the course title promised.
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WHY NOT?
Public speaking? I speak to myself on the street!
Eliot Spitzer
The human brain starts working the moment you
are born and never stops until you stand up to
speak in public.
George Jessel
It usually takes more than three weeks to prepare
a good impromptu speech.
Mark Twain
“Unaccustomed as I am.” Charlie paused for approving
chuckles. I guess you could say that was what he got, more or
less. How I wish this torment session had occurred yesterday or
a century before—and with somebody else in the iron maiden.
Such exquisite torture—almost enough to make me wish I had
stayed on in that piss-poor job, not retired at all. Well, maybe
not quite that.
Charlie, the master of the revels (self-appointed, I’m sure)
seems to have googled “Groan-Engendering Lines” and copied
out all of them. The “unaccustomed” horror was not even the
worst. Try “If I were such a hotshot, why’d I be here with the
likes of you?” or “Morgan Freeman couldn’t make it tonight—
an emergency appendectomy—so he asked me to take his
place.” or “Herm will be so terribly missed in every department
but one: maybe now the coffee fund won’t be short every
week.”
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Herm, by the way, was not my name, not even close. Not
even a reasonable nickname. Charlie had started calling me
Herm the very day I started at United Distributing some
centuries ago and still regarded it as one of the best items in his
delightful collection. Try this: ‘Well, if it isn’t Herm the
Sperm!” or “Keep out of the way—Here cometh germspreading Herm” or “A Friend to the Worm—That’s Our
Herm!” There were more.
The most idiotic was, “Ride Close to the Berm—Climb on
Herm!” You’re right—completely meaningless.
I’d gladly have changed my name to Herm, though, had it
worked to clam up Charlie or maybe waste him utterly.
After a few hours of introductory cheer, Charlie moved to
out-and-out jokes. That’s what he called them—out and outers.
You want to hear them? I didn’t either, and you’re not going to
be spared, so here goes:
This guy called hotel room service, you see.
“Yessir, how can we help you.”
“Send up breakfast but take two hours and twenty minutes to
do so—and—shut the hell up—and here’s what I want: two
eggs, one runny and one hard as a rock; 3 strips of bacon, cold
and limp; tea—but you’ll send coffee; and soggy toast, with
marmalade past its expiration date.”
“Sir, we cannot do that.”
“Why not? You did it yesterday!”
You’ve figured out that this was Charlie’s best. But not his
only. Try this:
Guy goes to heaven, but only to the entrance gate where his
eternity will be determined: heaven or hell. He joins a line there
so long it’d run from our beloved Skokie all the way to San
Francisco, where those kicked out of Skokie go to bore
themselves to death. Am I right?
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Anyhow, he’s there in this line, everybody nervous and
pretty quiet, when they all hear what sounds a lot like cheers, at
first just a whimper, but soon mounting to a roar as it comes
closer and closer and closer.
“What is it?” this guy—we might as well call him Herm—
asks. Nobody knows at first; they can only hear the cheering,
which, as I say, is growing to a regular tumult as it approaches.
Finally, as the jubilation mounts to a deafening level—well,
not quite deafening, of course—this guy up ahead a bit turns
and says, with a wide grin, a sentence that makes Herm’s heart
swell, “Sex doesn’t count!”
Actually, that was among the best—or at least among the
shortest. Some went on into next week. You’re thinking I’m
going to reproduce these, but I’m not quite that cruel, whatever
you may have concluded. What I will do is just give the punch
lines for some of these howlers. You may be able to fill in the
rest from just the endings. I hope not.
“That’s a long way to Tip-a-Rarey.”
“Santa Claus, hell! I’m Sam Krause!”
“Maybe it’s been a hard day’s night, but at least it’s not
Tuesday, Ruby.”
And beyond all these the worst:
“And you can bet your ass that made Herm squirm!”
I managed not to listen to more Charlie—and more there
was!—partly for obvious reasons and partly because I was
nervous—scared like I hadn’t been since I was called on in the
fourth grade to lead the full assembled PTA in the National
Anthem, and somehow hit on a pitch that was good for nobody
there except Ms. Balladucci, who found it just right for her very
high-pitched shriek. My fear now had to do with confronting a
frog pond of faces. But I knew I had to rise up and say
something. After all, it was my retirement party and some of
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those present may even have liked me. Probably not, but that
made no difference as regarding me being forced to stand and
deliver.
“And now the man of the hour, the man for all hours and
seasons, our dear friend and loyal stalwart at—what’s the name
of our company again?—doesn’t matter. Anyhow, here he is,
Mr. Arturo McGill, better known to all his closest friends as
Herm. Take it away, Herm, you dog, you.”
Dog? I had an impulse to abandon my script, maybe make a
grand gesture of throwing it away over the lectern or rostrum or
whatever it was, thus dramatizing my heartfelt spontaneity. I
think I had seen that in some movie a way back. My further
impulse was to sport in an impromptu manner with Charlie’s
“dog” reference, playing humorous, though not off-color,
variations on it .
Worst ideas I ever had. The throwing-away-the-script might
not have been so bad if I had accepted it as the very thing to do
or rejected it firmly and absolutely, just got out the pages and
read fast as I could. What happened, though, was that I stood up
too fast, not spilling my coffee but something far worse. There I
was on my feet with this script in my hand, only half-ready to
do the grand throwing-it-away thing. The ensuing nightmare
came about because of indecision, which resulted in maybe
thirty seconds of silence, bad enough, but not so bad as when I
part-decided to fling the script out then decided I’d be an idiot
to do so. You guessed it: I threw about half of it out, way out,
and hung onto what turned out to be the last two pages—large
print.
So, you know what I did? I looked at the useless script for
what seemed like two hours then said—and I won’t spare
myself—“That was a good one, Charlie, about the dog. I liked
that and I’m sure that if I had a dog. . . .” I was running straight
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toward a cliff, so I cut that hopeless dog and cliff story short and
retreated to dignity, I hoped: “So I want very much to thank
you, thank you all. And Charlie. And—Thank you.”
That was it. The whole kit and caboodle. Holy Hell! I
couldn’t have gone back to work on Monday if they’d wanted
me to—which they didn’t. I wish I could say the evening ended
right then, but—
Charlie took over the mike, looked down at me, now seated
and hoping to fade away, without saying a word. This was so
un-Charley-like that I had no choice but to peer closer.
There were tears in his eyes. Now that was irritating as hell. I
knew he was a simpleton, of course, but this, this blubbering,
was beyond all.
“Oh, my! I don’t think I’ve ever in my life felt so rebuked
and yet also exalted—not too strong a word, exalted. Herm’s
dignified simplicity caps anything a rambling raconteur like me
could ever manage. His words speak volumes, speak straight
ton the heart. Excuse me a minute—I wouldn’t even try to
match his eloquence. There’d be no point, less than no point.
Let me just proceed to the finale, gifts for Herm.”
Oh Jesus flying a kite!
“We decided Herm’s power and—ah—presence demanded
something more and, well, something altogether different from
the commonplace gold watch or trip to Honolulu. And you
probably won’t believe, after what you’ve been witness to here
tonight, that we have blundered on the most tragically
inappropriate gift ever.”
What went through my head were ideas about tragic
inappropriateness: say singing valentines for a woman widowed
that very morning; a trampoline for a legless man. I was also
thinking I’d very much like a watch or a trip to Honolulu. Too
late.
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“After consulting with all of you, most of you, I think I can
actually say each and every one of you, we had determined to
present to Herm a coupon book—no, not for discounts at the ice
cream store but for any half-dozen classes of his choice at the
Mount Julian Adult Education School—you all know where it
is, very nice setup they have there. Now, the howling tragedy
comes in here: when I say classes of his choice, I am not pulling
your leg, nor Herm’s. The qualifier, which we all thought
minor, is that the first class is fixed. You remember we did
settle on that one because they said registration was tight and
that if we wanted to get Herm in we’d have to move fast. I
myself thought there was something fishy in all that, that we
were being hustled—what?—oh, yeah, get to the point. And
here it is: the fixed class, starting this coming Monday, is
“Public Speaking Made Easy, Fun, and Simple.” We all know,
after tonight, though, that offering a class on public speaking to
Herm is like giving Alfred Einstein a Rubix cube or Salvador
whatshisname magic markers. Or—well, you get the point. We
really—screwed up. But there you are.”
There we were; at least, there I was. I would have protested,
maybe punched Charlie, and I did want to, but I wanted even
more to make an exit.
***
You’re thinking I ignored the coupon, avoided more
humiliation, and beat it to a warmer clime. Well, what would be
the point of that? When my old dad insisted that I play football,
which I had found tedious, I did it and loved it. Only I didn’t
love it—it hurt—and I spent two seasons faking injuries before
getting a sympathetic doc to tell Dad I shouldn’t be playing
because of a “condition.”
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I forget what the point of telling you that was—oh yeah, then
as now, I figured “Why Not?” I mean, it couldn’t be much
worse than the retirement party, now could it? Of course it
could, but I went ahead and enrolled anyhow. I wish I
understood why. Maybe I’m a secret masochist, but I doubt it.
Pain and me have never been, are not close friends. True, I’ve
been kind of interested in sadism, even read the Marquis, but
not enough to engage in it, even to imagine doing anything
remotely—but none of this is relevant, so I don’t know why
you’re pressing me on this point.
I did it because “Why Not?” Leave it at that.
So, I showed up on time, right room, looked around and
recognized no one. So far, so tame. Then the instructor came in,
a few minutes early, four minutes. I like to watch the time, keep
things orderly and regular.
She told us her name was Marci and that the point of the
class was to do what we could toward speaking in public, which
didn’t mean we’d ever enjoy doing it or even be able to do it.
Maybe not, probably not. I swear that’s what she said.
“So, here’s what I think,” she went on, “you are taking this
class not because you want to become a preacher, a politician,
or emcee of America’s Got Talent—not even because you want
to wow ‘em at the next family reunion—but because you are
ashamed, embarrassed, and hurt, possibly by some unfortunate
failed attempts or just generally, a conviction that everyone else
can do something you can’t, that they not only can do it but
enjoy it as well. I’m here to tell you that those who truly enjoy
public speaking, seek out occasions to do it, are psychotic
egomaniacs.”
“So, this isn’t a class in how to enjoy public speaking but in
relieving yourself of any shame or embarrassment at hating the
very thought of doing something so unnatural, down-deep vile. I
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mean, if I offered a class in how to be an obnoxious, selfconsumed blowhard, would you be eager to enroll, practice hard
so you could be a deep-dyed asshole?”
She said that, really she did. I had fallen in love several
sentences before, but that capped it.
I looked around to see how others were reacting. Whooie! It
was written on every face: not just relief but plain old joy, as if
someone had told them they really didn’t have to eat healthy,
exercise, or brush their teeth every thirty minutes.
Our dear Marci wasn’t completely through, though. There
seemed to be no end to her inventive kindness. First she mocked
a few more notions she figured we’d heard about public
speaking and maybe even tried out ourselves.
“You all have swallowed several cliches about public
speaking, maybe even tried to put them to use—and blamed
yourself when they didn’t work. Fact is,. they’re all there to
screw you up, make it less likely that you would succeed, even
if success were possible. They make you believe others are
dying to hear what you have to say, which is bullshit. Nobody
cares. Imagining they would enjoy it if you did your speaking
job well is just another way to feel bad about yourself, when
that’s the last thing you need. Hell, you’re fine as you are. Don’t
ask me how I know. I’m terrific at these things, have studied the
subject for many decades—and I do know.”
I felt better than I had in living memory, since the time
Charlie tripped on the stairs going up to the men’s room and
candy machines, ripped his pants and sprained his ankle—
badly. But that exaltation, potent as it was, was also meanspirited and nasty; this was lovely, expansive, and (I now saw)
true.
Marci then did her number on several other commonplaces
about orating.
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“You heard it. If you’re nervous, imagine your audience
sitting there in their underwear or, if you can stand it, nude. All
that’ll do is disgust you or, if you have a vivid imagination and
can exchange the actual people in your audience for desirables,
make you horny. Being horny is vital for a happy and moral life
and a state difficult to achieve, but it isn’t the best way to public
speak.”
We all wrote that down.
“Second is the notion that you should memorize the main
points of your talk, perhaps writing them on an index card, just
to make certain you can be calm, knowing you’ll have a crutch
right there. Yeah, sure. You know all too well how this works, I
hope from watching others: people can’t read their notes or
can’t remember what the phrase there on the card had to
do with what they thought they might be saying. Crutch, my
ass: notes make things worse. Of course, trying to do without
notes is just as bad. Memorize the whole speech and you’ll
forget anyhow or, at best, rush through it so fast your audience
will have no idea what you said and you’ll be a nervous wreck.”
“So, class, you tell me: what is the conclusion about ‘How to
Speak Effectively in Public?’”
Someone answered, but it was as if we spoke in unison:
“Don’t do it ever and be very happy as a result.”
“So, what should we do—I mean all of us gathered here? We
have five more weeks together. What do you say to poker, four
different tables? OK? We can start with low stakes next week
and then increase a bit each time if you like. OK?”
It was.
I figured I now had a new and growing reservoir of selfconfidence. I planned to use some of it, as much as it took, to
make sure I was at Marci’s table. Why Not?
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HIT THE ROAD, JACK
Catching a yellow-jacket in your shirt at seventy
miles per hour can double your vocabulary.
Only a biker knows why a dog sticks his head out
of a car window.
Everyone crashes. Some get back on. Some don't.
Some can't.
“Hey there, Mom.”
“Hello, Spike. Why are you here?”
“Well, Mom. I mean. . . .”
“Not that you’re not welcome, Spike. I didn’t mean to sound
rude.”
“Mom, I told you—emphatically, over and over, I do not use
that nickname. I know you think it’s cute but I’m thirty-two, for
god’s sake. And you don’t need to worry about being rude with
me.”
“That’s nice, Did you come by just to make me sign a pledge
to remember what you say and never to call you that name,
Spiker?”
“Very funny. I was just wondering if you had looked over
that catalogue I brought by, you know, the adult ed classes at
Malone Valley?”
“I have indeed, Samuel, and I’ve made the hard decision—
and I thank you for the lovely gift. Very thoughtful. Really,
dear, I so appreciate it.”
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“Thank you. I saw it and right away thought of you. I am so
curious as to what you’ll choose.”
“What’s your guess?”
“Quilting?”
“No.”
“Bridge?”
“No.”
“How to Preserve Your Memories in Print?”
“Holy hell, Spike! No, no, no. And it’s not Choosing A
Fitting Grave-Stone or Writing a Will so as to exclude your
son.”
“Mom, I didn’t mean. . . .”
“Quilting, Bridge, How to Nap 22 Hours a Day! Damn.”
“Sorry. What did you choose?”
“Sky-Diving Without a Chute.”
“Mom!”
“Okay. Motorcycles and You.”
“Sure.”
“No, that’s it. And please don’t disappoint me with any
depressing objections. They explicitly say, ‘Any Gender, Any
Age’.”
“I’ll bet they do. Any Gender?”
“They’ve expanded what that means these days, Spike.
Haven’t you heard? And, though you disapprove, women have a
few openings previously denied. One of our hard-won triumphs
happens to be motorcycle riding.”
“Mom, really? Did you? Motorcycles?”
“Better than ‘Building Your Own Hot Air Balloon,’ eh? That
was my second choice. Build it and then give lessons.”
“Hardly better. But Mom. . . .”
“You’re going to say, ‘Wear a Helmet’ and then add, ‘Don’t
forget to wear panties as you ride—pretty windy, you know’.”
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“Mom, you’re the. . .”
“You’re going to say, ‘the best’.”
“No, I wasn’t.”
“What we have here is a Motorcycle Safety Foundation
Course—that’s what it’s called, you see. Because that’s what it
is.”
***
He beamed, this lanky instructor with no butt at all did. He
looked as if he should be teaching ballroom dancing or datingmade-simple—all trim and lithe and blue-eyed. Too bad that the
words dribbling from his lips were just this side of idiotic. But
allowances must be made. I had said that to myself at the
beginning of what seemed like dozens of absurd relationships
prior to and after Arthur, who had provided something arguably
less absurd and three kids to boot.
The instructor was droning on about this and that—safety
gear, fluid levels, something about chassis—with a refrain
meant to be reassuring: “It’s so similar to driving a car, you’ll
find it pretty close to second nature.”
I raised my hand. Didn’t mean to, but there it was, waving
about.
“Yes?”
“I don’t know how to drive a car.”
“I see—what is your name, if I may ask?”
“It’s Maisie.”
“What a beautiful name!”
“Thank you. And yours?”
“Ah shit—sorry—I should have said that right off. I’m not
all that experienced with this particular course.”
“You usually do ballroom dancing?”
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“How’d you guess?”
“Your body—all torso and no tail.”
“That’s a good one. Wish it were true—I think. My name is
Bub, and since you’re bound to ask, my given name is
Bartholomew, upon which name, and no other, Bub is an
improvement.”
You are wondering what the seven other students were doing
and thinking during all this? Well, ask around; I sure don’t
know.
“Bub’s a nice name. But, Bub, do I have to leave, apply for a
refund?”
“Oh, no. Why would you do that?”
“Because I don’t know how to drive.”
“Oh, that. Leave all that to Bright-Eyed Bulbous Bub.
There’ll be no problems, and you’ll find yourself leaving with
multiple skills you didn’t have coming in. At least two. But I bet
you have plenty to start with.”
“Pardon me?”
“I meant nothing untoward—just that the motorcycle skills
you learn will be transferrable to automobiles—apart, of course,
from things like mounting. You wouldn’t want to straddle your
Toyota or. . . .”
I’m cutting this short, since you’re unlikely to believe that all
this was proceeding in front of the whole class. But if you don’t
feel like believing me, perhaps you’d be better off going away,
maybe take that highway to Hell.
The course itself was divided into classroom instruction and
plenty of practice, all in the school parking lot. That way, Bub
said and I wish he hadn’t, we’d master “the In’s and Out’s” of
the subject. That was good, though I don’t think “master” is the
verb I’d use if I were the teacher. I think I’ll mention it to Bub.
Memo to self.

Common Knowledge

57

I’ll just report on the inside stuff I think will interest you—
since I badly need an audience, for all my colorful and gruff
kidding. I have in mind using my motorcycle to get me to the
best clubs—you know, doing stand-up.
Back to the basics. First is T-CLOCS. Bub repeated that
many times, as it was the foundation, he said, of all true
motorcyclists, which was what we were all aiming to be.
Memorize T-CLOCS or think up a useful acronym. Mine is
Time (for) Chocolate, Licorice, Olives, Canaries, and Saltines.
That’s very personal to me, though, so you’re better off with
your own list.
T—is for tires and wheels—checking them, making sure
they’re there;
C—is for controls, all of them, not ignoring cables and
hoses, which, if you’re like me, you’ll get somebody who
knows what they are for and where they belong to do the
looking;
L—is for lights and mirrors, making sure about them and
that sort of thing;
O—is for oil fluid levels—there’s a gauge someone can
point out to you;
C—is for chassis—sounds spicy but it isn’t, so just forget
about it;
S—is for stands, up when going and down when stalled.
Boring, I know. But you can’t just dive into the excitement
without knowing a damn thing. Don’t need to know all that
much, though, because of what’s coming next.
And what that is is the fun and sexy safety gear you get to
wear—gloves, boots, a darling helmet and (get this) armored
clothing. Yep, armored. Not like a knight in armor, of course,
but not a big step down.
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By the time we got to the third step, mounting the cycle, we
were out in the lot, all eight of us, with the lone practice bike
and Bub. You’re imaging it’s the easiest thing in the world to
mount a motorcycle, and I’m here to tell you you are absolutely
right.
However, if Bub’s the one showing you, you don’t want to
be satisfied with doing it just pretty well. You want top prize at
the motorcycle rodeo—and, no, there’s no such thing, stupid.
After two weeks of mounting and dismounting, with some
tedious breaks for throttling, braking, clutching (which isn’t
what you imagine, pervert!), shifting (that’s not either),
warming up (stop it!) and road safety—we were all set to go.
Thing was, despite Bub’s reassurances, knowing how to
drive a car in advance wasn’t really irrelevant. I found that out
for sure the third week.
We were all there in the lot, buzzing around, one at a time,
but artfully. That seemed to be true of everyone, except me.
Every time I tried it, something would go wrong, something
different each time, so it wasn’t as if I could focus on a single
defect. I had nothing but defects to offer.
“Bub, I know you are a marvelous teacher, but I think this is
not for me. The better part of valor—what is that phrase?”
“Ah, Maisie. It’s a phrase about giving up, dressing up
cowardice as something respectable. It’s a line used by quitters,
who imagine words like ‘valor’ will fool anyone. It’s not the
phrase for you, Maisie, not at all. Let me think. I’ll tell you
what. I got this great idea. You ready?”
“Sure.”
“How about if we practiced a little outside of class. This is
not the only parking lot in town, you know.”
“You asking me to go park with you, Bub?”

Common Knowledge

59

“Oh, Maisie. Well—let’s not go there, now. I only had in
mind the motorcycle. You're getting comfortable with it.”
“I know, Bub—and thank you.”
***
As you guessed, after several evenings spent with Bub, our
motorcycles—yes, I bought one—and practice did make me
comfortable.
We’re still at the riding-double stage, me and Bub. And you
were right about the warming up, shifting, and clutching.
Bub says I’m almost ready for solo action. I don’t think that
time will ever come. Neither does Bub. I can tell.
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BUDGETING CAN BE FUN
Some couples go over their budgets very carefully
every month; others just go over them.
Sally Poplin
A budget is just a method for worrying before
you spend money, as well as afterward.
Anonymous
I got this call from the local Community College, telling me
I’d been recommended for—. I missed what he was saying next.
Wasn’t like I was used to being recommended for anything.
“Sorry—recommended for what?” I asked.
“To teach this class on forming a useful personal budget. It
has a great title, the course does, ‘Budgeting Can Be Fun’.”
“Fun?”
“Yeah, I know. Not what springs to mind. That’s just the
point, you see. I’m sure you do. We thought we should make
it—you know—sexy. Like you were thinking, most people
might be afraid to come, otherwise. I know I would be. You
know, nervous. Sorry, if you don’t like the title much. It’s too
late to change, I’m afraid, as the course starts—sorry for this—
tomorrow night.”
“Huh? Oh, I see. Tomorrow? Who recommended me?”
“Thomas, it says here. Your friend, right?”
“We work together.”
“Well, that counts. May I check this little box I got in front
of me, saying you agree?”
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“Well, you’ll tell me the details, right? Such as when, where,
how long?”
“Sure.”
“How about also telling me what the hell to say?”
“You have a wonderful sense of humor. I’m glad to see that.
It’s important. Use it to the fullest in your class. You’ll be the
biggest hit since Adam Sandler—and no, he’s not taught for
us—not yet.”
***
So that’s about all I had to go on. Teach this most unfunny
of subjects in some knee-slapping way. I wondered if anything
could be more unfunny than budgeting, more teeth-jarring
hateful. Maybe a class on how to check yourself for testicular
cancer or how to calculate your likely death date or. . . . I
stopped that train of thought quick, as it wasn’t going to help
me get a light-hearted, relaxing script together for the class.
Tomorrow!!! Why did Thomas force this on me? What had I
ever done to him?
But it wasn’t Thomas who had accepted. Wonder why I did.
Maybe I had some inner need I hadn’t recognized, some sense
that there was a comedian caged inside me waiting to burst free
and blossom.
Next day I kept trying to overcome reasonable doubts,
convince myself that the script I was developing—trying to
develop—for that evening was just the thing. The thing for
what? I should have seen that my jottings were not the thing for
anything—whatever that means. But I kept myself from facing
that paralyzing truth, maintaining a devil-may-care view of it all
so I wouldn’t get nervous.
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And I didn’t get nervous. I got nauseous—threw up right as
soon as I got to school. At least I made it to the restroom.
Time for class, so I had to go with what I had. I was a
flexible sort, so I told myself, along with a lot of other
bolstering absurdities that did nothing for me. I did make it into
the room without falling down.
***
“Hello, class. Should I take roll? You tell me.”
Finally, someone raised her hand.
“Yes?” I said. “No need to tell me your name. That’d be
superfluous.”
“What? It’s Rachel. Rachel Martin. Why are you asking us
about roll-taking? Just do it, I’d say.”
“Would you, now. But have you thought it through?”
“Huh?”
“Just consider. Take a minute—don’t rush. Some may be
here in disguise, some using aliases, some who are wanted by
the authorities, hounded, worried about protecting family and
friends.”
“How could that be?”
“Well, Rachel, you’re clearly a confident, take-charge kind
of gal—I can tell that right away, and no mistake; but not
everybody would want broadcast the fact that they’re training to
be contortionists.”
“You think that’s funny?”
“Now that I think about it, no. You’re right—and I do
apologize. You see, I’ve never done this before and didn’t want
to come across as an atonal, sad accountant—which is what I
am.”
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Someone else got in before Rachel, who was most certainly
about to say something rude. “That’s OK, Mr. Sparkles. What’s
your name?”
“Raymond. You can call me—Raymond.”
Nobody said a thing, so I did take roll. Twenty-six students,
about equally divided by gender, seemed like, many non-white,
too. All the very same age—but that couldn’t be. Anyhow, age
was immaterial. They were all there for the same reason. I hope
so, as I was only prepared to handle one set of expectations.
“OK. Budgets. Let me lead off with a little bit of Charles
Dickens from a century and a half ago. Many things have
changed since then, I suppose, but not this:
We spent as much money as we could, and got as little for it
as people could make up their minds to give us. We were
always more or less miserable, and most of our acquaintance were in the same condition. There was a gay fiction
among us that we were constantly enjoying ourselves, and a
skeleton truth that we never did. To the best of my belief, our
case was in the last aspect a rather common one.
Anyone know where this comes from, what novel?
“Great Expectations,” said several at once.
Good. This seemed to be working. Now I was on a roll,
right?
“We sustain ourselves,” I went on, trying not to panic, with
the idea that we’re doing just fine and that there’s no reason, no
reason on earth, to worry about money. But, for many of us,
that’s about all we do. Worry. Right?”
Nods and even grins.
“So, first thing is to stop the masquerade. Get it out in the
open. ‘Collar it and throw it!’ as Pip also says.”
“One more thing from Dickens and then we’ll get right to it.
When Pip and Herbert finally do decide to collar and throw their
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finances, they lay out what they think is a detailed and realistic
budget. But—you tell me.”
A guy raised his hand: “They’ve overestimated income and
underestimated expenses. That’s what I do.”
Others nodded.
“We all do that,” I said, though that was certainly a lie and a
dumb thing to say. I didn’t want them to think this was a joke or
that they could continue to live happily as irresponsible
spendthrifts.
“So, anyhow, those of you who remember Great
Expectations may also recall that the boys soon see what they
have done, as debts mount and disposable income shrinks. Do
you recall?”
Different guy: “They decide to allow for unexpected stuff.
They call it ‘leaving a margin’.”
“Right. And how does that work for them? You’ve all tried
it, right? Still do, if only in your head.”
A hand shot up, attached to a guy with a lean and hungry
look, maybe an actor and maybe just a deep-down mean shit:
“You trying to make us feel bad? We’re here to get help, not
to listen to some snarky stand-up comic.”
I looked around the room, but I couldn’t tell if anybody
agreed with him—maybe everybody.
“You know, you’re right. I apologize again, since I mean to
include myself, front and center, in all the insults I’m dishing
out. So—let’s to it.”
“Where was I? Yeah—Pip and his friend comforting
themselves by leaving margins. I know I suggested it was a trap,
saying to us that we actually could spend all we wanted and not
worry. But down deep that’s what we all want to hear, me
included. We hope to be relieved of thinking about money
altogether. Am I right?”
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A really pretty woman raised her hand. She was so pretty
that at first I couldn’t focus on what she was saying. I should
have.
“. . . but some of us don’t want to be relieved of thinking
about it—or that’s not the whole story. I’d also like to find ways
not to keep rewarding myself and figure out how to help others
a lot more. I mean, I have more than enough but somehow it
keeps dissolving. So little left over. That’s what I need
assistance with.”
I didn’t feel insulted or anything, but it right away occurred
to me that maybe she should be teaching the class. Anything
was better than my sarcasms.
Surely I could do better.
“Thank you—ah—.”
“Mary.”
“Thank you, Mary. You’re so very right. Thinking of others.
Yes. The whole idea of budgeting may drive us inwards—but
you remind us of. . . . Anyhow, let’s now tackle what we came
here for—and what you all dipped into your budget to fund, a
more capacious idea of getting and spending.”
“How much are they paying you?”
I couldn’t tell who asked this, but I could tell that everybody
else disapproved. I at least knew how to defuse this.
“$110, minus tax stuff. Mansfield CC, Adult Ed Branch,
spares no expense. But you’re right. I am getting paid, so I do
owe you something, a lot—and no more bad stand-up. First,
though, let’s have a break—a short one.”
***
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During the break, I figured I’d be isolated and could use the
time to regroup. But then I sensed somebody right behind me.
Mary.
“I just wanted to apologize, Raymond. I think I threw
everything off-track and ended up sounding like some
Righteous Ramona. I wasn’t trying to make others feel bad—or
you, Raymond.”
“Mary, please don’t apologize. You already have taught me
more than I can ever teach the class. I hope everybody took in
what you meant. I’d ask you to expand on it, but I seem to know
you’d hate that.”
“I’m no public speaker, Raymond.”
“Yeah, and I am?”
“You’re something better than that. Your idea of more
expansive ideas of budgeting and how we ought to think beyond
our narrow needs was splendid.”
“Oh, Mary—my idea?”
I was hoping to keep this going, keep Mary next to me, but I
noticed the class was all back, seated, and wondering what the
hell I was doing.
***
“So, I want to give you some basics. Okay?”
I guess it was okay, since nobody said it wasn’t, so I
distributed the handouts and dived right in:
“First is gathering every financial statement you have, not
worrying if there’s stuff you can’t find or imagine you can’t.
Then add up your income—or incomes. If you have uncertain
stuff, try to estimate right in the middle, not low. List your
monthly expenses, fixed and variable.”
Another hand.
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“What’s that mean, fixed and variable? Oh shit. I see.
Sorry.”
“No need to be. Let me know when I’m unclear or going too
fast. We all together on that? Okay, then, estimates of total
income and expenses. Just add ‘em up and see what you got. So
much, so obvious. I’ll go into more detail, but are there any
questions or problems at this point?”
“Can I just pay you to come over to my house and do this
with me—I mean, for me? I just know I’ll get so nervous I’ll go
have drinks to forget about it—and that’s just what I don’t
need.”
Several others shuffled around, poked hands up, or otherwise
indicated they’d like that, too. Holy hell—when in doubt, I told
myself, postpone.
“We’ll see about that,” I said, realizing too late that I’d just
opened the door to hell. But first—
“Just a few further tips. You won’t like this, I expect, but
when you’ve got your expenses out there, separate them into
‘Needs’ and ‘Wants.’ Now, you’re going to think, ‘Wants’ just
means a trip to Tahiti or a yacht. Huh?”
He realized he was being rotten again, so he backed up:
“Sorry. None of you is like that. Maybe I am. Anyhow, let’s
start again: needs include food, shelter, medical, basic clothing,
and work transportation. Wants includes computer, cable tv,
pets, car, movies and other entertainment. You see? Don’t just
transfer the taken-for-granted into needs, since you often don’t
need it, not really.”
He figured there’d be many protests—but only one. “Pets? I
couldn’t live without my kitties.”
Before he could answer, another voice, “Of course you
could. Some live without shelter or medical help for their kids.
Kitties!”
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That was about eighty degrees harsher than he should have
been, but it did manage to shut down the snuffling man who’d
started it.
“Why don’t we now split into groups and talk about these
needs and wants—not that anyone needs to embarrass himself
or herself or others.” He kept himself from saying, “or me.”
That was an advance.
He glanced at the huge clock—why did every classroom in
the country have these enormous, insistent clocks?—and saw
they were closing in fast on the end of class. He hadn’t forgotten
the private counseling suggestion, was hoping everyone else had
done so.
“One last thing, class, make it two last things:
1. If you’re an impulse buyer, put yourself on an
allowance.
2. If you buy name brands, switch to generics or used
items.”
“OK, class. I’ve enjoyed this mightily and hope—”
Ah damn, here it came. It seemed everyone wanted personal
help, not vapid generalities. Wonder why.
Suddenly it struck him. Maybe it was Mary—all Mary. Her
fault entirely.
“OK, I got a big house, kinda big, and it’s only me anymore.
Hell, whatdya say we make up a schedule and just do it. I’ll pass
around a sign-up sheet. Team up if you can, but if not, that’s
OK.”
“Professor, what’ll be the charge?”
Professor?
“Well, let’s say we use a sliding scale: $10 an hour for
millionaires and nothing an hour for everyone else. After all,
we’re in this together.”
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He appreciated it that nobody thanked him or looked
surprised. He’d gotten one thing right, at least. He was never a
quick learner, but maybe speed wasn’t the issue. Maybe there
were other things involved, other people.
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IF ONLY
I guess I am a fantasy.
Marilyn Monroe
“Whatdya say, team? Is this class going great, or what?”
He waited, not too long, for something he should have
known better than to expect. Actually, he didn’t know what to
expect, though he was hoping for more than silence. Silence
was what he got.
Hell’s fire, they had signed up for this. What’d they expect if
not an open-participation fun-fest? The catalogue had been clear
on all that: “Come and meet others by way of sharing happy
thoughts and dreams.” Why were they silent, for the love of
God? This was only community college fun time, not grueling
professional therapy. Besides, he again repeated, more heatedly,
to himself, they were the ones who’d signed up.
Maybe, he allowed, the title should have been clearer. He’d
been very proud of “Embrace Your Fantasies.” After all, that
was exactly what it was all about. Exactly. As he thought about
it, though, maybe it was more clear to him than to laymen—
laypeople. Wasn’t like he was sexist or anything. He sometime
thought he might, deep down be just that, but he had worked
hard. . . . Anyhow, that was beside the point. If “Embrace Your
Fantasies” was ambiguous or unclear, maybe he should just lay
it right on the line, just ask straight out what in hell the problem
could be. Perhaps they were confused by the “Embrace” part,
expected a class on how to improve their terrible love lives?
Maybe. Surely they knew what a fantasy was. Maybe not?
He’d been silent for some time, as had everyone else.
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“I’m sorry for the delay, friends. Just wondering if you are
all clear on what this class is about. ‘Embrace Your Fantasies’ is
the title, but that may mean more to me than to you, or may
mean too many things than are suitable for clarity. Is that it?”
Nobody said a word, and he did manage to recognize he was
at fault here. How in hell would they know what he was talking
about?
He gave it another go. “Is it clear, the subject of the class?”
Many nods.
“Great. Now, would you say the class was going as
expected, or are you surprised by something? Yes, Arthur?”
“I’d say it was going just as I sure as hell hoped it wouldn’t.”
“Good! Do you all agree? No takers? Arthur says the class is
going as he hoped it wouldn’t. How many feel that way? A
show of hands? No? Arthur, would you care to elaborate, tell us
all why you hoped the class wouldn’t go somewhere and where
you hoped it would go? Is that a ‘yes’? Oh, it’s a ‘no’.”
He decided he’d outwait them. Somebody would eventually
say something or the hour would end, an hour which had, he
saw, forty-three long minutes left in it.
He tried to look attentive, smiling a warm smile. He wanted
to project what he really felt: comfortable, alert, nonjudgmental. Only what he really felt was angry, uncertain, a
man rolling fast toward panic. These people , WHO HAD
SIGNED UP WILLINGLY, were the worst he had ever
encountered, worse even than the cousin he had tried to help
with his paranoia, ended up making it worse: he had come in
thinking the cops were after him, hiding in his bushes, tapping
his phone; and he exited treatment with a list of persecutors and
agents of terror greatly expanded, including his own kids (ages
nine and eleven), his mother, and the very cousin trying to treat
him. But this before him wasn’t treatment and all he had to do
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was get them going, open some doors. After six silent minutes,
a little less than that, he decided he couldn’t take any more.
“Here’s an icebreaker, gang. Let’s all reveal a fantasy we
have, talk about it, just throw it out there for the group. Doesn’t
have to be anything terrible, nothing shameful, of course, just
something you possibly use to prop yourself up, kind of the
silver lining you look for. A happy thought, even if you regard it
as unlikely ever to happen. Okay?”
“You going first, Dr. Miller?” He’d told them to call him
“Miles,” knowing the Dr. stuff would inhibit them, but did they
listen? Of course, he’d told them about his professional
qualifications. Naturally. But still. . . . And now they wanted
HIM revealing a fantasy. Holy shit!
“I’m willing to do that, but you don’t think me starting might
poison the well a little, set us off on the wrong foot?”
Lillian it was said, “No.”
“Well, then. . . ..”
He somehow couldn’t think of anything, not with no
warning. After all, the idea was to let it roll, open the doors to
the subconscious and see what pops out. That’s what he wanted
for his group—spilling the dreadful beans, not tailoring it for an
audience. But it was unthinkable, not to mention improper for
him to. . . .
“You going to tell us, Miles?”
“I sure am, Andy. First, let me say a word about fantasies,
how important they are to all of us. You mustn’t be ashamed or
think you’re the only one who enjoys fantasies or depends on
them, even. Albert Einstein, it was, said, and I quote, ‘Fantasy is
more important to me than positive knowledge.’ So, we should
feel perfectly easy about discussing ours. After all, if Albert
Einstein. . . .”
Silence.
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“You sure you want me inaugurating this?”
Silence.
“If you insist. Fasten your seatbelts!”
Nobody laughed.
“Here it is, then. I’d like to have a ray gun that I could use on
anybody I wanted.”
“Jesus Christ, Miles. You fantasize about killing sprees?”
“Well, no, Julie. No, not killing.”
“What, then?”
Good question. How’d he let himself get trapped into
leading off, and how had that homicidal fantasy ever leaked
out? He had to invent something fast, but he could do that. He
hadn’t spent all those years studying psychiatry without learning
how to disguise things, embellish, lie at a second’s notice.
“My ray gun, I call it ‘Enabler,’ does no harm. In fact, it
grants wishes, like the genie in the bottle, only just one wish per
zap. Any wish at all—no restrictions.”
“How do you know what the zapped guy wants?”
“Guy or woman, Arthur. It works with all genders and
gender choices. You see, that’s just it—I don’t. What opens up
comes from the other person, the zapped one, not from me.
They often don’t know their wish themselves, but there it is,
making them very happy—very happy indeed. That is just what
happens often when we allow our fantasies to become wishes, to
become open and available.”
“Ready for what?” Someone said.
“For us to use—not just fear or be ashamed of.”
He was ready, more than ready, to move on to the next
student, some actual fantasy, but the group was prepared only
for extensions of his tale. Wanted to keep it going, more
precisely, to grill him.
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“What if their fantasy is to murder you, to abduct your kids,
to burn down your office, to march you naked down the
boulevard, to paint your balls with Superheat? What if their
fantasy is to destroy the whole town. What if their fantasy is to
be King of the World. What if their fantasy is—you get my
point.”
“Oh, I forgot to say that my ray gun uncovers only happy
fantasies, just merry and harmless ones.”
“Sounds asinine to me, like some Disney cartoon from the
old days, before they realized kids wanted sex and violence.”
“Right as rain, Barb, absolutely! Still, do remember we try
hard to be non-judgmental here, to understand and support one
another and not be quick to censor or criticize. Not that I am at
all offended, you know. That’d be even worse—me judging
you.”
Of course he was offended, very, and was judging Barb to be
the mean-spirited, viperous bitch she was.
He managed not so say so.
“Barb, would you tell us yours? Just go ahead, as we are all
friends here.”
Like hell we were, but Barb let fly anyhow.
“I think of being with Jesus.”
“Tell us more.”
“I don’t even really believe that stuff, but I do think of it. I
think I’ll be there with Jesus, and. . . .”
“And?”
“My little sister, too. My mother and daddy. And we’d all be
well and I’d not be sick and nobody would be dead.”
Barb then started to cry, which might have made everyone
uncomfortable but somehow didn’t.
“I’ll go next, but I do want to tell Barb I think that’s not a
fantasy, that it will happen and that you’ll all be together and
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very happy. I believe that and I think you should, too, Barb.
Anyhow, mine is that I want to be cuckolded. That’s pretty
much it.”
“That’s your fantasy, Andy?”
“It is. I don’t exactly picture it or anything, but what’s in my
fantasy is kind of after it happens and I’m telling Sharon, my
wife, that it’s all okay, that I understand and forgive her and that
we’re. . . .”
“Yes, Andy.”
“We’re even now, or at least I’m not such a complete son of
a bitch.”
“Lillian. Yes?”
“I got mine, kind of, from James Thurber. I never got to play
sports, you see, and it’s not that I think I would have been good
or anything. But none of that matters at all. I just love the story
so much and the sweet, impossible idea, and I think about it all
the time, put myself to sleep with it.”
“I think we all do something very much like that, Lillian.”
“Thanks, Miles. So, mine is that I’m pitching in the World
Series, seventh game, against the Yankees, and I pitch all the
game and strike out every one of those Yankees, and my
teammates put me on their shoulders and carry me off the field.
It just seems so real. I know it’s silly but it seems so important.
And don’t tell me it’s not silly. I know what it is. In a way, I
guess it isn’t silly, though; it’s me.”
“I’ll go next.”
“Do, Julie.”
“I know we’re not supposed to apologize, so, I’ll just say: I
live in a world of talking animals and they all like me and are
my friends. Nobody makes fun of anybody else. Everybody is
pretty. Nobody wants to hurt.”
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They all waited for Julie to say more or for someone to say
something. Nobody did, so everyone finally looked not at him
but at Arthur, who had, in a way, started the whole thing by his
complaint.
“Arthur?” Several people seemed to say that at once.
“Okay. What the hell. I’ll do it. This famous political
commentator, Glenn Beck, you know him?”
Everyone nodded.
“Well, he said his fantasy was to strangle Michael Moore—
you know him?”
Everyone nodded.
“His fantasy was to strangle Michael Moore with his bare
hands. He said it was comedy, his statement. Maybe it was.”
Nobody spoke for a while. Finally, Miles thought he should,
though he had no idea what to say: “So, Arthur, is that your
fantasy? I mean, can you relate to what Glenn Beck said.”
“No. I like Michael Moore very much, admire him. I wish I
knew him. I wish he was my friend.”
“Oh, so do you have a fantasy you’d like to tell us about?”
“I just did.”
“You did?”
“My fantasy is that I have a friend.”
There was still almost a half hour to go, but Miles did know
what to do now and then, if not often, so he moved the whole
class, the whole group, down to the closest spot: McSweeney’s
Bar and Grill.
***
McSweeney’s was dingy and none too clean, a bar without a
grill, even; but that was fine. That very evening, against all
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odds, it gave form to, fulfilled, the fantasy of one of the group.
More than one.
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BRIGHT LINES FOR CASUAL MEETINGS
“Well, here I am. What are your other two wishes?”
“Is your name Google? Because you have everything
I’ve been searching for.”
I wondered if she were alone there. Wasn’t likely. I mean,
she seemed pretty, near as I could tell from where I was sitting,
which was right there at the bar, but an odd angle, a little to the
right, with this couple between us. It was a good-looking
couple, seemed like, not that any of that mattered a damn.
Concentrate!
Anyhow, it’s been a good five minutes, six and a half
actually, since I’d been watching her, off and on, nothing too
obvious—I hope. Might as well approach her. Just shut my
eyes, slip over four seats and try. What was the worst that could
happen? The worst that could happen was probably what would
happen, so I just took the plunge, actually did stumble a bit.
“I know just what you’re thinking.”
“What the hell?”
“I mean. . . . I know just what you’re thinking.”
“That you’re a terrifying creep?”
“That’s a good one. I mean, I have this feeling that we’re
tuned in together, you know.”
“No.” She edged her butt leftwards on the barstool, not
toward me, for sure.
This wasn’t going the way they said it would in the class I
had taken at the Community College, where they’d given me
what they called “Bright Lines for Casual Meetings,” casual
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meetings meaning pickups in bars—or so I imagined. The class
had been terrific, I knew that much, filled me with confidence.
Maybe confidence was not what I should have been feeling.
And right now I couldn’t locate it.
“You up for Chinese?”
I had no idea what she meant but didn’t want to appear rude
or, just as bad, dorky. “Sure!”
She looked at me in a way I couldn’t decipher, but then I
often couldn’t decipher looks. Words either. But I was used to
it, had learned over time to cope. No, I hadn’t. The reason I’d
taken the course was to acquire coping mechanisms. Where
were they now? I had no idea what she meant and she wasn’t
clarifying. Still, knowing better than to say anything, I did:
“You fond of Chinese—the Chinese? Me, too!”
Perhaps she smiled at that, looked a little like a smile.
Smile or not, she was very pretty, much more attractive and,
for all I could tell, sophisticated than the women I usually met at
this sports bar. I usually met no women at all at this bar—or any
other. But, as my friends kept telling me, “Don’t give up, Ben;
it’s just a matter of time.” Up to now, it hadn’t seemed like a
matter of time; it had seemed like a matter of no women being
interested. Maybe my luck had turned. This class might have
been just what I had needed. Not clear how, but maybe.
Chinese?
As it happened, the Chinese she felt like was food. Fine by
me. The funny thing was I’d never had Chinese food, maybe the
only person around anywhere who hadn’t, apart from very poor
people, of whom there were so many, and why did I think of
that depressing subject right now?
The place she knew about wasn’t too far from the sports bar,
turned out. We walked along, the two of us, mostly in silence. I
tried to think of things to say, but truth to tell, I was a bit
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surprised, a little spooked by the route she took: alleys, twists,
darkness. But then there we were, a restaurant—of sorts. Pretty
dingy, really, the dinge not altogether hidden by the bad
lighting.
She seemed to know the place. Odd that I hadn’t asked her
her name. Not so much odd as klutzy, downright stupid.
The menu was in English, half of it, and there were fortyseven combinations available, very reasonable, too. As it was all
the same to me, I decided to go for something in the middle,
number 23 or 24, that would be, make it 24, moo goo guy pan.
I started to order, then realized my mistake. Wait for her. I
was sure she hadn’t caught my slip. Maybe. She said something
to the waiter I couldn’t decipher, so I said, “Me too. My
favorite.” Forget moo goo guy pan. And wait to ask her name
until this ordering is done.
Both my date – I decided that’s what she was—and the
waiter stared at me.
“I just asked where the Women’s was,” she said, but not
icily.
“My mistake.”
“You thought I said, “moo shu pork,” right?”
I laughed. Neither my date nor the waiter joined in.
To cover my error: “Good idea. I’ll join you—in the Men’s.
Not jointly. Then we’ll be ready to order—after.”
The waiter was visibly annoyed, blocked my way out of the
booth for a moment, several moments. That was odd. This guy
was almost baring his teeth. Weren’t these people supposed to
be patient and, at least, inscrutable?
But I did make it to the Men’s, which was a little
embarrassing, as I proceeded, by habit, to a urinal, only to
discover I had no need of one, so I faked it for 30 seconds,
which seemed about right, washed my hands, and returned.
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My date and the waiter were there, apparently waiting for me
in order to proceed.
“Or—,” I began, not knowing where I was headed.
“I’ll have number Four, steamed rice, tea, and double fortune
cookie, fortune cookies served as appetizer,” said my
companion or date, whose name I hadn’t caught—hadn’t heard,
hadn’t asked.
“Me, too.”
“I’ll have to check,” said the waiter, “on the eels.”
“Maybe there’s been a rush on them,” the woman said. She
and the waiter laughed.
Eels. Hope they were fresh out. Or at least out.
Waiter shortly reappeared. “Turns out you’re OK.”
My date seemed relieved, happy.
“If you’re short on them,” I began.
“No, no. Got just enough.”
“How many eels in an order?” I asked, before I could catch
himself.
Nobody answered, which was just as well.
Waiter reappeared.
“Open your cookie,” she said.
“That sounds raunchy.”
“Yeah. Open your fucking cookie.”
“OK. It says, ‘Advancement will come with hard work’.”
“How true. Wanta hear mine?”
“I don’t know. I’m still trying to absorb the advice I got.
Maybe I’ll try it.”
“Hard work?”
“No, just the advancement part. What they really mean is
‘Advancement comes from dating the boss’s daughter’.”
“Am I the boss’s daughter?”
“You could well be.”
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“Are you dating me, Ben? It is Ben, right?”
“Ben’ll do. No, it’s Ben. Let’s say I am—dating you, the
boss’s favorite daughter, whose name is?”
“Sally.”
“I’m so sorry, Sally. I don’t know how it is I didn’t get it
earlier. Didn’t ask. It’s a nice name.”
“Yes, thank you, Ben—and I’m really and truly the boss’s
daughter.”
“Well, then, I’ll proceed without delay.”
“And you expect advancement?”
“Why else would I date you, comes to that?”
“I see. And what can I expect from all this dating? Can I too
expect advancement? Are you the boss’s son? Will dating you
bring me advancement of the right sort, the sort to which I have
become accustomed? Or should I date many, play the field,
forget you altogether? I so want advancement, the kind that will
serve me well. Can you guarantee me that sleeping with you,
otherwise unthinkable, will do that and not the reverse?”
“Ah, as for you advancing, I can answer all your questions
with confidence, ignoring none of your understandable
concerns. Yes. In ways that matter most.”
“I have spiritual needs too, you know.”
“I took those into consideration.”
“Ignoring the physical?”
“Precisely. I mean, no, both: physical every bit as important,
balanced like sloths on a seesaw.”
“Balanced? That’s disappointing. I expected you were
disguising the overwhelming physicality of all this by faking
spirituality.”
“I admit it. Rather, it’s just the reverse. Nothing physical,
just spiritual every minute.”
“I’ll advance toward spiritual perfection.”
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“Well, no, perfection is unattainable, and you wouldn’t like
it anyhow. But you’ll accrue more and more of the spiritual, lay
up for yourself treasures where thieves do not break through and
steal, and them moths and something do not corrupt.”
“That sounds good. A safe in a vault. Mine says, ‘The road
to success is always under construction’.”
“I never thought of that before.”
“You should have done.”
“It’s a tough one, really, meant for those who are not going
to panic just because they are faced with a puzzle.”
“A poser.”
“Yours should have said, ‘People will like you better if you
stop responding to sentences that contains a noun with a
synonym’.”
“All sentences contain nouns, you know, or pronouns.”
How about, ‘Watch out! Run! Don’t Shoot!”
“Back to my puzzle, Benny Boy. I think it means that
women have it tougher, that you, on the other hand, can find
success by way of your manly dangler, which you had no part in
obtaining.”
“Though the maintenance is not easy. But you’re right about
finding success—and with the boss’s daughter.”
At this point the eels arrived. I decided I’d fill up on rice,
which I started to do, losing track of the laborious conversation.
My date had not, picked it right up.
“No, we were wrong to limit success to these multiple
daughters, considering the range of authority of your wellmaintained whang. By flashing it before men senior to you,
convincing them that your is bigger, and. . . .”
“And?”
“That you won’t use that against them, will never reveal
their inadequacy, will keep your lips and your fly zipped.”
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“So long as they give me what I want.”
“A shot at the big time, a seat at the table, a ride on the
power train.”
“Which won’t happen for you because your track is under
construction.”
“Road, not track.”
“I think these fortunes are metaphorical.”
“I need to hire some poor shits to repair the road before I
skitter on to success, right, making sure the construction people
are competent, which means no women need apply.”
“Right. No, no. I mean, not that.”
“Yes, you did. You are a master of the game.”
“Or caught in it.”
“There’s no difference. So, here’s the plan. You marry me
and force your daddy to take me into the firm as a senior
partner.”
“Daddy is devoted to me, will do as I say.”
“Naturally, so our wedding will clear the debris, allow me
what I want, which is immediate and undeserved success.”
“And me?”
“You’re my steam shovel. Be satisfied with that. They also
serve who only stand and wait a while for directions on how
best to serve.”
“Well, Sally, you ready for dessert?”
“You tiring of our lively banter, Ben?”
“It’s not that.”
But it was that. I suddenly wanted just to go home. I was
used to that, going home after yet another failure. Failure was
what I had grown accustomed to, and right now it didn’t look so
bad. Why had I bothered to take that class?
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Then I glanced at Sally, thinking to inaugurate a get-me-outof-here prelude. But she looked so different now, somehow no
longer smart-assed and scary, more like sad.
“You OK, Sally?”
“Thanks, Ben. I guess I am. I’m not sure.”
“You know what I was just thinking?”
“No.”
“Maybe we should start over. I think there’s a chance we’d
like each other.”
“If we stopped performing. Thanks, Ben. I agree.”
“That we have a chance?”
“A good one.”
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OH, THE BUZZIN OF THE BEES
Take time to smell the roses and eventually you’ll
inhale a bee.
Anonymous
You are the bee’s knees!
Anonymous
In walks my brother, just right in—not even a whistle.
“God, Timmy. Don’t bother to knock.”
“Why should I knock?”
“Duh. I might have been changing.”
“Exactly! That’s why I brought the good camera along—
send your best shots off to Playboy.”
“Very funny.” But I did find it funny. I almost always do
find Timmy funny. Not always, but you know.
“Just wondering if you could fix me up with that girlfriend
of yours, Sis, the one with the odd name.”
“Which odd name—Priscilla?”
“That’s not such an odd name. Besides, that one’s not my
type. No—the clever one, what’s her name?”
I was just about to say I didn’t have any clever friends, when
I saw that trap for what it was.
“All my friends are clever.”
Timmy by now was sitting on my bed, hands locked behind
his head, grinning. He didn’t say anything, just sat there.
So I finally bit: “What color’s her hair?”
“Kind of a brownishy-yellow.”
“Jenny.”
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“That’s her. Fix me up.”
“Jenny’s not an odd name. And besides, she’s only twelve.”
“I like em young.”
“Well, Jenny doesn’t like em old.”
I was pretty proud of myself for that one, but I knew I’d
better change the subject, since Timmy isn’t going to lose any
long-term funny contests to me. “So, Timmy, what’d you really
want?”
“I got this idea, hun, what’ll knock you into a vicious spiral.”
“OK.”
“Well, you see before you this here catalogue what I’m
holding in my hand—right here before your eyes. See it?”
“Yeah.”
“You sure? You really see it? Not just some dim outline.
Take a good look.”
“Ah. Just what I expected: Glad you showed me what it was
up-close. Community Education, Fall 2019.”
“Right. And here’s just the class for you and me. Saturday
mornings. Three sessions. Almost free. See here?”
I looked, but there was a whole page of stuff and he was
waving it around, so I couldn’t make out much.
“‘Pasta from Scratch’? ‘Smoking Cessation’? I’m not
screwing with you, Timmy. I can’t make out what you’re
pointing to.”
He slowed down the flapping: “Here! See?”
“Beekeeping for Beginners?”
“Yes. The very one. What dya think? It’s only fifty-nine
bucks each, you notice there. Three sessions. All ya need to
know.”
I knew better than to react right away. He was ready for me
to be negative. I knew that much. I just looked at him—blankly,
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I hoped. I was thinking about the fifty-nine bucks we didn’t
have but squelched it.
“Great,” he said, as if I’d agreed. “Here’s what we do. We
get Dad in the evening when Mom’s out, when he’s had a beer
or two, tell him it’s a class on—I don’t know—making money
out in the wild, no, making money in nature. Then we’ll just—
well, we’ll do it, take it from there, you ’n me.”
I knew I should stay shut up, but I couldn’t: “Do what? Take
what where?”
He wasn’t mad, which was what I’d expected, answered real
patient: “We’ll take the class, we two, and then build us a hive,
maybe a couple, out back—we can do that—then weasel more
money out of Dad and buy us a flock or two.”
“They called flocks?”
“I don’t know. The class will tell us.”
“Won’t we get stung?”
“We’ll wear those costumes—you know, the gloves and
hoodie things, like they do, the experienced sorts, which we’ll
be before long.”
***
“You ask him.”
I knew Timmy wasn’t losing faith in his scheme. It’s just
that I really was better at getting things out of Dad without him
suspecting anything—or not suspecting too much. Sometimes, I
think he knew all along but just pretended he didn’t. Anyhow, it
amounted to the same thing.
“Daddy, we have this idea.”
“You two gonna join the Foreign Legion.”
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We’d heard that a million times from him, even though
there’s no such thing as the Foreign Legion any more. I
pretended to find it funny.
“Good one, Dad. The Foreign Legion. No, Timmy and I
have this free time every Saturday morning and so we got to
looking at the Community Education catalog—you know, from
down the street, the college there. Anyhow, we thought we
should occupy our time usefully, like you always are saying,
and just go ahead and sign up for the class—make ourselves
useful, like you recommend.”
“Well, that’s the very first sensible thing you’ve said in nighon fifty-seven years, young Mae.”
“Ha ha. So, can we?”
“May we. Say, ‘May we’, Mae. It’d be a song, a big hit.
‘May we, Mae?’”
“Yeah, that, too.”
“Good one, Mae. Should I ask what this class is in—or just
guess: karate ,woodworking, selling magazine subscriptions?”
“It’s a class on nature, appreciating nature—and that sort of
thing.”
“Well, I don’t. . . .”
“And making money—making money out of nature.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah, whatyda think? Not like we’re doing anything
educational on Saturday mornings.”
“Just watching cartoons, right?”
“What?”
“Do they still have Saturday morning cartoons? They were
fine.”
“What?”
“Now that I think on it, they weren’t fine at all. Stupid is
what they were.”
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“So, can we?”
“How much?”
“$59”
“OK.”
“Times two.”
“Huh? Oh. OK.”
***

The instructor was a little late—not very, but Timmy gets
itchy, so I was thinking of ways to distract him, when here the
instructor finally comes, all smiles and friendly.
Maybe he wasn’t so friendly, though, as the first thing he
said seemed angry, kind of yelled:
“So, you think starting your own bee-keeping business is—
what?—easy as—what?—rolling off a log? Right? Do you?”
Everybody—there were eight of us—was quiet.
“C’mon! How many of you agree that starting your own beekeeping business is easy as rolling off a log?”
Silence.
“Let me put it another way: tell me—quiet is not allowed—if
starting your own bee-keeping business is easy as humming a
tune, off-key like you do: just stick up a tiny shed-thing, plant
some posies and wait for the bees to come and sting you in the
rear and make your fortune. Do you think that? Answer!”
He was like the worst army person, all yelling and red in the
face.
Everybody there said, “No.”
Then one voice said, “Yes!” Real loud.
“Yes?”
“Yes.” Oh God.
“What’s your name, young man?”
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“Timmy.”
“What a handsome young man you are——and——right!
Right as you can be. It is just that easy, once you know what
you’re doing, know it and follow carefully—my expert
instructions.”
Here he smiled again—sure was unpredictable.
The first class, though, didn’t tell us much, mostly things
you’d know when you came in: all about respecting the rights of
others, recognizing that having bees meant having bee stings—
not just maybe but certainly—and that these stings could
produce a variety of effects, ranging from amusement to death.
He went on for some time about death—I think he enjoyed the
subject.
Timmy was just as interested as me, kept asking questions
the instructor (Eddie, we found out) was only too happy to blab
on about. Actually, I was just as interested, even took notes, for
those besides me who might gave a hoot:
Statistically, 5% to 7.5% of Americans are hypersensitive
to insect stings, meaning they’re at risk of anaphylactic
(Eddie spelled it for us) shock if they’re stung by a stinging
insect, such as a wasp or bee. Anaphylaxis can cause rapid
death, with initial cardiorespiratory (he spelled that also)
arrest in just five-to-ten minutes.
Anyhow, the first class didn’t tell us much about what we
needed to know, though that new stuff was shortly to come, and
quickly.
No need to say, Timmy and I kept our class notes and ideas
to ourselves, which we wouldn’t usually have to worry about.
But here was Dad, who never asked about anything, asking, and
not just once.
“It’s a surprise, Dad. I know you funded it, but trust us.”
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“You’re right, Timothy, I did fund it, not that that matters.
And you two are the humans I trust least. You wouldn’t throw
me an inner-tube if I was going down for the third time. But
okay, keep it a surprise, if you must. I won’t ask again.”
Of course he did ask, over and over, but I think it was really
just so he could set up one of his funny lines—which weren’t
funny, but probably no worse than what comes out of most
parents.
Anyhow, the next three classes gave us a lot more
information, the information we needed, with some extra help
on the side from Eddie, who couldn’t remember my name but
took a liking to Timmy—probably because Timmy kept abusing
him. Some adults are like that—not that I’d ever test them
myself.
Between us, we got to know a whole lot, me and Timmy. I
won’t bore you with too much, though it’s my opinion that if
you aren’t interested in this you aren’t interested in much. I
mean, who knows very much about bees and doesn’t wonder,
you know, in the back of their head?
You pick a nice level spot, see, that’s dry and facing south
and not right into a neighbor’s yard. That’s the start, and that’s
where we ran into our first fun problem. Our back yard sloped
down some, not too bad, and did lean kind of southward,
Timmy said. There was also a nice spot there which blocked it
from the neighbor’s—not their yard but their vision. The reason
is it was blocked was because there were these scrubby trees
Dad had said he’d take down and never got beyond saying. It
was dry, too.
“Timmy, this faces the Cooper’s house. Do we care?”
“For me, honey, that’s its main advantage.”
“What if Mrs. Cooper goes into anaphylactic shock?”
“We’ll just hope there’s nobody around to notice.”
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I don’t think he was kidding.
Anyhow, we knew all about elevating our bee houses
eighteen inches to discourage skunks, installing a nice beefeeder we could fill with our home-made sugar syrup, how
many layers we needed, everything useful about covers—even
things like queen excluders to keep the big fat queen from flying
out with the little skinny worker bees. You’d think this might
make us feel sorry for the poor trapped queens. It didn’t.
***
The part I liked best was that bees can tell colors, so you
should paint each bee house a different shade, and that way they
never get lost, can always get home.
I liked that: bees coming home, never lost, always welcome.
***
But we had a problem. There’s no way we could make all
this stuff—not just the hives and excluders but other things, too.
We had to buy starter kits, which would give us pretty much all
we need, though. The first issue was, which starter kit? Eddie
said he wasn’t supposed to endorse any particular product or
even give us a list.
“Lotta good you are!” Timmy said.
“I know, Tim. Meet me at the drugstore. You know the one?
Seven o’clock.”
“Yeah.”
Know the one? Which one? And how were we gonna get out
at seven, when we weren’t allowed to go out after dark unless
...?
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Somehow, Timmy knew a way. Next thing there we were on
these high seats with an ice-cream soda in front of each of us.
Eddie started right in: “The best kits are out of your price
range, assuming you even have a range.”
“You know we don’t,” Timmy said.
“Holy hell! Whatya wasting my time for?” Eddie said, but he
looked at Timmy somehow different.
“We can ask our dad,” Timmy said, also now sounding
different, “but he funded this class for us and—you know.”
“I can guess,” Eddie said.
Everybody was silent a minute.
“I’ll tell ya what,” Eddie finally said, “there’s this good kit,
reasonable, but for some idiot reason without instructions. No
instructions at all. Can you believe it?”
“You probably don’t know where to look,” Timmy said.
I felt relieved to see we were back on home ground.
“Yeah, yeah, Mr. Smart Ass. So, let’s form a partnership. I’ll
sneak over when there’s no one responsible, no one with good
sense anywhere around, and we’ll build these things, the three
of us—together.”
He looked at me then, as if for the first time, made a move
toward me, either to hug me or bop me one—but thought better
of it.
“How’ll we pay you, Eddie?”
It was me that asked, but I could see Timmy was wondering,
too.
“Oh, you’ll pay me and with interest—you know, from the
honey we sell.”
“But—” Timmy started.
“Hold on!” Eddie said, taking on his gruff voice again, “I
ain’t done. Not near done. You can also do some stuff around
my house, the heavy work—emptying the septic tank, fighting
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weasels, sweeping out the chimney from up inside it. Oh,
dontcha worry. I’ll get my pound of flesh.”
Pound of flesh? What did he mean by that? I didn’t ask,
though, as Timmy seemed to understand.
***
We don’t seem to me to be working to pay off the big debt. I
looked it up and I think Eddie spent around $400-$500 on the
starter kits and things. So you’d think he’d have us lifting stuff
or cleaning. All we do at his house, pretty much, is watch
movies and help him cook—but that’s fun. Eddie lives by
himself.
***
Only exciting thing that happened was—you guessed it—
Mrs. Cooper did get stung. She didn’t die, though, which
probably upset Timmy.
We found out all about it from Dad, who stormed out into
the yard where we were and started yelling. I should have said
that Dad knew about the hives and so did Mom. No way to hide
them. And neither seemed to mind. Or that’s what we thought.
Anyhow, here was Dad yelling at us out back, like I said.
Mrs. Cooper was right behind him, holding her finger like it
was about to fly off.
“You two! You know what your secret shenanigans have
done to poor dear Helen here? Do you? Do you?”
“She in shock?” Timmy said.
“Does she look like she’s in shock?” Dad said, real loud.
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It was then, though, that I noticed Dad’s eyes, kind of
twinkling. And then I knew we were all home free. Timmy, me,
the bees, Eddie. All home.
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DATING FOR TEENS: ARE YOU READY?
Save a boyfriend for a rainy day—and another, in
case it doesn’t rain.
Mae West
I’ve been on so many blind dates, they should give
me a free dog.
Wendy Liebman
Practically all the relationships I know rest on a
foundation of lies and mutually accepted delusion.
Kim Catrall
“Professor Baldwin, we have you down for spring term, the
usual, ‘Dating for Teens.’ I assume that’s right. You’re our
reliable Richard on dating. Just calling to see if you wanted to
order a textbook, films, a bus for field trips, champagne. Let’s
see—oh yeah, any guest speakers, that sort of thing.”
“You know, Tessy, I think I’m getting a little old for this,
telling teens about something they know more about than I,
infinitely more.”
“I won’t argue with you there, Professor; I’m sure you’re
right, but they pay the tuition, or their parents do, which counts
for the same thing.”
“Not quite the same—and what’s with this professor stuff,
Tessy? I’m no more a professor than your cocker spaniel.”
“That’s true, but they told us to use that term—we’re upping
the tone around here, you know.”
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“Ah, then call me Nobel Laureate.”
“Not upping quite that much—not that we don’t all share in
your anger at having been overlooked all these years. This
present generation and several before it wouldn’t be what they
are were it not for you. So, any book orders or other necessary
aides to bolster your crumbling disguise, your wearing-thin wit,
your fading competence?”
“Well, I have this fine book on dating written by our very
own Sarah Palin. It gets em right where they live.”
“I’ll bet. Did she really write a dating book?”
“Gotcha, Tessie. No, I think her book was a comparative
study of the philosophic positions of Trump and Kierkegaard.”
“Yeah. Well, I’d like to keep talking, Herr Professor, but I
have other calls to make, other limp-wits to endure. So, I take it
you need nothing at all, nada.”
“I got all I need right here in my—well, somewhere.”
“Yeah. Anyhow, how old are you, Professor?”
“14.”
“I’ll enter that right here, along with ‘He don’t need none’
under required texts.”
“Good evening, class. My name’s Lars.”
A few looked at him.
“I was wondering how many of you wish you were
somewhere, anywhere else, hope nobody finds out you’re here,
and hate your parents even more than usual for forcing this
absurdity on you?”
That got em. A few of them—not many. He wasn’t
expecting unanimity.
“OK, then, what do you anticipate I’ll be telling you?”
It took a minute, but then hands shot up.
“Before we continue, please, no hands. Just talk when you
feel like it. OK—go right to it.”
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“Best sex positions.”
“Birth control.”
“How to lie like hell in your tweets and never get caught.”
“Tips on shitty dressing—judging by what you got on.”
“How to see lies before they screw you up.”
“Terrible stupid lines to avoid. You know, how to talk.”
“How to seem cool when you’re not.”
“How to work up nerve to even ask someone, when you
know they’ll say no.”
He had expected the embarrassed sex lines, but was a little
startled by the last few.
“So, I take it not all of you are here because your parents
forced it on you. No need to tell me. I’ll adjust.”
***
“Scott, do you think this is a mistake?”
“Yeah. He seems to think we know what we’re doing.”
“Like our parents forced us here.”
“My parents would shit a brick if they knew, Jay.”
“Yeah. What’d he just say?”
“To get into small groups, I think.”
“Damn!”
“I know.”
***
“Maybe even up the groups some? On second thought, stay
where you are. You need to feel comfortable, so being with
people you knew before is terrific. That’s what it is, right?
People you knew before, friends. Right?”
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Only two hands. For some reason they also announced their
names: Scott and Jay.
“Well, it really doesn’t matter. Anyhow, what I want you to
talk about—well, two things that don’t seem related but are.
First, what would be your ideal date. Second, how would you go
about arranging it. Go for it.”
***
“Maybe we should go around the circle. Jen’s my name. I
think the ideal date would be one where I didn’t feel so nervous.
As for how to arrange it, I have no idea.”
“I agree with Jen. My name’s Eric. I worry about
nervousness, too. I guess I could arrange it by texting somebody
or something. Or asking around at school. I can’t imagine I’d do
that, though.”
“Mike here. Well, I guess the ideal date for me would be
with Janie. She’s not here, and I sure as hell hope none of you
knows her. Do you? No? Good. Anyhow, Janie would be my
ideal.”
“How you going to arrange it, Mike?”
“I’m not. Next.”
“Bill’s my name and dating’s my game. Sorry. That’s what
my dad told me, like that’d help. Anyway, I don’t know the
answer to either question.”
“Thanks, Bill. My name’s Velma. I just gotta say I think
none of you needs to be so nervous. I think anybody’d be lucky
to go out with any of you.”
“You, too, Velma,” said somebody.
“Thanks,” she said. She didn’t say anything more.
***
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After getting a few dismal reports from the now-reconvened
groups, he decided he’d
better move to some lecturing. Things were so glum he might as
well have been teaching self-mutilation or how to bury your
pets.
“OK, buddies. Let me just throw a few things out there, no
special order. I’ll list them, so you can take careful notes.”
He’d meant that as a joke, of course, and was sad to see
them, every one of them, digging for pens and notebooks. Oh,
well.
“First of all, let’s consider who to pick as your fortunate
friend to date: I’d suggest you choose either the person you
figure will say yes or the person you think will turn you down.
Think about it.”
“Once the date is established, ask your friend what his or her
favorite thing to do is, when they go out, I mean. No need to do
that if it’s a dance or something scheduled, of course. Now,
when you do this, they may tell you it’s up to you. Just in case
that happens, have something in reserve you can say, such as,
‘How about the movies?’”
“Now, what to talk about. It isn’t a bad idea to take along a
list—only it is, a very bad idea indeed. It’ll be just one more
thing to worry about. Let these ideas float in your head—no
anxiety. Some of these tips will come into focus for you, only
for god’s sake don’t memorize them:
1. Admit you’re nervous. He or she probably is, too. If
not, they’re not for you. That’s a joke.
2. Ask questions and try to make the conversation flow
back and forth. If your partner is mum, just sit there in stony
silence. Another joke.
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3. Don’t tell all your inmost secrets. Nobody cares. Yet
another joke—OK, I’ll quit with the jokes.
4. Avoid politics and religion. Just do.
5. Don’t lie—not at all. It’ll be tempting but it’ll bite you
in the ass down the road.
6. Don’t one-up them. If they say they’re getting a C in
Spanish and you’re getting a B, keep still about it.
7. Don’t talk negatively about yourself. You’ll be
tempted to do so, but it just makes the other person feel bad and
annoys hell out of them.
He looked round to see if he was making contact of any sort.
Everyone was hunched over her papers, so it was hard to tell. In
a pinch, quit. Always good counsel, so he once again divided
them into groups and told them to go ahead and talk about sex
among themselves, since that’s what they were interested in
anyhow. To get them going, he asked them to consider the true
meaning of “No means no.”
***
“Seems to me,” Scott said, “‘no means no’ is a lousy
slogan.”
“Really? You think no means yes?” This came from Jen, as
if it were really a question and not a rebuke.
“No, Jen, what I think is that ‘I’m not sure’ or ‘Maybe not’
means ‘No.’ Sometimes a ‘yes’ can change to a ‘no,’ too. I read
that’s where some of the worst problems come up, when things
are, you know, progressing and then the girl decides ‘no’ and
the boy just keeps on. I read that.”
“Oh. I see, Scott. Yeah, you’re right. That makes sense.”
“Not that my own experience—sorry.”
“That’s OK,” said several people.
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“You know, though,” Jen took up after a pause, “talking
about sex ONLY in terms of varieties of assault and getting
pregnant seems to me wrong, too. I mean, how about if two
people just ask each other: ‘Hey, Scott. I’d like to have sex of
some sort. How about you?’ And, maybe Scott says, ‘I don’t
think so’ and maybe he says, ‘Okay’.”
Scott seemed paralyzed. Jay tried to rescue him by laughing.
“Speak up, Scott. You don’t get an offer like this every day.
Like you don’t get one EVER!”
Scott looked over at Jay so sadly, even Jay noticed,
apologized and almost wished he hadn’t.
“I’m sorry, buddy. Not like I’m used to talking about sex
with girls, much less getting proposals—or giving them. That
makes no sense. I’ll shut up.”
Silence—then Jen spoke up, maybe not just to rescue the
situation. “I’d like that, Scott—with you, I mean—even if I was
just throwing the idea out there for all of us. I mean, anyone’s
fine, really, but you’d be my first choice. That’s the truth. I
know it sounds—I don’t know—odd or crazy, but anyhow, you
know what I mean. I meant all of us, I really did, but let’s
narrow it down for now—to Scott, I mean.”
Nobody picked up the obvious lines connected to “all of us,”
just looked at one another without panic, considering what Jen
had said calmly.
Finally, Velma spoke, for all of them, it seemed: “How about
if we just dated one another, now that we know all the tips about
talking and having sex. That Okay? Jen has had the guts to say
what we were all of us thinking—and even if she and Scott are
hooked up for a date, that doesn’t mean we all can’t also be, just
not with either of them for right now or anything. OK?”
It was OK.
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***
Tine to go. He surveyed the kids before him, surprised that
they seemed pleased, even happy. Probably because it was time
to go.
He felt so bad, he started in on what he vowed never to do.
“Class, I am really sorry. I did want to help you, and I am sure I
did not.”
Several people seemed to speak. “That’s fine, Professor. You
did just fine.”
And he had.
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LEARNING TO ARGUE
Nothing is as frustrating as arguing with someone
who really knows what she’s talking about.
Sam Ewing
We’re in a giant car heading toward a brick wall,
and everybody’s arguing about where they’re
going to sit.
David Suzuki
Rule #1 during arguments: If you’re losing, start
correcting their grammar.
Anonymous
I can win an argument on any topic, against any
opponent. People know this, and steer clear of me
at parties. Often, as a sign of their great respect,
they don’t even invite me.
Dave Berry
“No! You’re proposing that as a course?”
“You think the title’s too long?”
“Well, yes, Chad, but—”
“Maybe it’s too contentious. No, I got it: it’s unclear.”
“That’s it.”
“What do you think it should be? I thought about, ‘Stop
Arguing—No, Wait, Don’t’ was pithy.”
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“Well, it’s that. But maybe people will be unable to figure
out from it just what the course is about.”
“It’s about why we argue, whether we should, how to stop
worrying and just plug away.”
“I know that, but—”
“Is there a better title? Maybe, ‘How to Stop Worrying and
Keep Arguing?’ No, don’t say it. That’s bad, I know. What were
you saying, dear? Oh, how about ‘Arguing for Fun and Profit’?”
“Profit?”
“Yeah, you’re right. It’s catchy but it makes no sense and it’s
not at all what the class. . . .”
“I think ‘Stop Arguing—No, Wait, Don’t’ is dandy.”
“You just saying that?”
“No.”
“You’re saying that just to avoid what you think is coming,
which you fear might be me and you arguing. You should take
the course.”
“Oh, I would, indeed I would, but it’s on Monday night.”
“Tuesday.”
“Damn! My bowling night.”
“Uh huh.”
The final title doesn’t matter. The course attracted a couple
dozen people, not all of them couples. I was expecting couples,
pairs in search of harmony and peace, when they should have
been welcoming discord.
Anyhow, the necessary first step was to go around the room
and see why each one had come, what they hoped to achieve.
The results were about what I expected—only no, they weren’t.
“I seem to be the type of person who incites others to start
arguing. I don’t mean to do that, to be that way. But as soon as I
say—oh—‘It’s a nice day’ or ‘How bout them Cubs!’ people
seem to take offense, imagine I’m attacking them. Some even
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bristle, you know, get all prickly and say things like, ‘What on
earth makes you say that?’”
I figured the best way to handle this mess was to move on,
but I was intrigued: “What happens then?”
“I apologize, try to tell them I didn’t mean anything by it—
whatever ‘it’ was.”
“And these are your friends?”
“Friends, neighbors, co-workers, people on the bus.”
“Have you tried not apologizing?”
“No. I’m sure that’d make things worse.”
“Well, we’re here to discover how avoiding arguments is
itself the road to—ah—discomfort and rue.”
I don’t know where I came up with that, but it seemed to
mark a transition point, so the next person spoke up:
“I need to stop arguing with my husband. I think it’s ruining
our marriage.”
“Is that your husband next to you?”
“Yes, hi. I’m Vince.”
“Do you agree with your wife, Vince?”
“I don’t know. Well, the truth is I think we’re just fine as it
is, really. But my wife—she’s right there, the one who just
spoke, Norma—she thought we needed this, needed
something.”
“Well, Vince, do you start the arguments or does she—or is
it a shared responsibility?”
“We argue so little, I don’t really know, but. . . .”
“That’s not true, Vince. You’re in denial. Isn’t he in denial,
Professor?”
“We’ll delve into that more as we go along—and no need to
call me Professor. My name’s Tom.”
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The next person was terribly reluctant to speak at all, I guess,
only mumbled out his name, which sounded like Brad or Thad.
I was about to move to the next person when he started talking:
“I can’t seem to keep myself from being contentious—er—
from contesting anything anybody says. I so love to do that, but
most people obviously don’t love it. I can understand why they
don’t, but that doesn’t keep me from arguing, trying to,
anyhow.”
“Well, maybe you’re on the right track.”
“No, I’m not. Don’t tell me that. The track I’m on is leading
to desolation. I can see that, pure desolation. Once I’m in an
argument, inside it, I mean, I raise my voice, get personal, get
abusive—not just sometimes but inevitably. Doesn’t matter
what the subject is—even trivial stuff—I get incensed, start
calling the other person things like ‘stupid’ or ‘pathetic’ or
‘low-life son of a bitch’.”
“OK, Brad. I get you. We’ll return to all that, I promise.
Next—“
“My name’s Marlene. I’m here to learn how to argue better,
not to stop it. I do enjoy it and don’t find myself calling other
people low-life sons-of-bitches, but I always lose the
argument.”
“Lose?”
“Yes. I always come round to thinking the other person is
making much better points than I, end up always thinking
they’re right. Not really every single time, but it might as well
be.”
“And that bothers you?”
“Maybe it wouldn’t, but once or twice I’ve later argued the
position they’ve made me agree with, you know, the one they
persuaded me to adopt—and then, when I try to support it, the
same thing happens and I’m back with the position I started
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with. That’s really depressing, makes me think I’m stupid and
should stop arguing, stop talking at all.”
“OK. Next—.”
I’ll summarize a few of the answers, just so we can move on.
“I get in fights—I mean it all comes to blows, really blows,
physical and all.”
“I only argue with other women, not with men. And that
makes me disgusted—with myself.”
“I don’t have any friends left.”
“It makes me so scared.”
“I can’t even get into an argument, since nobody takes me
seriously.”
This maybe doesn’t sound like a lot, but when I looked at my
watch I saw that the damn introductions had taken a full fifty
minutes of our ninety minute class. At this rate, we’d never
accomplish a thing. Still, I had to give them a break—it was
mandatory at the Simon Fraser Community College, much as I
hated doing it.
During the break, I hoped to retrick my beams, as the
Victorians said, and at least find a way to prepare them for
substantive stuff to do in the next (and last) week in this
absurdly truncated class. But no such luck. Here she came:
“Tom, may I ask you something?”
I felt like saying the first rule of arguing, of any
conversation, is not to ask if you can ask, but I wasn’t being
paid to humiliate, even were that possible, which with this
woman it probably wasn’t.
“Sure. Fire away.”
“I was wondering if it would help others to think as I do and
realize that you’re never going to convince another person, so
the whole thing is futile. Just don’t do it.”
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“Well—Jennie, right? [it was]—do you really argue in order
to convince the other?”
“Of course. What’s the point otherwise?”
“Maybe the point isn’t an end result but the experience, the
arguing itself and not what comes of it. You see?”
“I see, but that’s just stupid.”
I didn’t know if I wanted to cry, leave, or tramp on her foot,
so I just smiled and tried my best to purr: “Well, Jennie, let’s
get the class back in session and we’ll see if I can convince
you.”
“You can’t.”
I kept myself from calling her—well, what she deserved—
ignored her the best I could and waved to the others to re-settle
around the table.
I cleared my throat, but they were still talking, so I raised my
voice—still not shouting—and reminded them, pretty politely
considering, that we were here for a class and that time was
skittering away from us.
They looked a little alarmed, some of them, so I smiled
reassuringly and started reading from my notes about how
arguing was an existential event, not a prelude to anything. I
looked around: bafflement.
“I think you can understand this best by considering the
difference between shopping and eating, between singing and
listening—no, not quite that. It’s the difference between being
inside an experience and recalling it. That work for you?”
Clearly it did not. Damn them!
“It’s the difference between having sex and reading about
it.”
I shouldn’t have said that, but it may have worked. Anyhow,
signs of puzzlement seemed to give way to other things: anger,
shock, amusement.
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“Let’s switch grounds here. Okay?”
I guess it was.
“How many of you attended high school football games?”
Everybody.
“How many of you attended debate tournaments?”
Nobody—well, one; and he quickly informed us it was
because his brother had been on the debate team and he was
forced to go.
“Exactly!” I said. “Now, what does that tell you?”
Nothing, apparently.
“Well, think about it for next time. We’ll pick up at that
point.”
I could sense Jennie’s considerable form honing in on me, so
I beat it out of there and fast.
***
“So, it went pretty well, Tom?”
“Whatever gave you that idea. It was awful. Bunch of
dumbasses.”
“Just your cup of tea, I would have thought.”
“Huh? What do you mean by that? You think I’m dumb.”
“I think you need challenges, constant challenges, and that
this is one.”
“Oh.”
“Use your own jargon on yourself: the class is not about
results but about the—what is it you say?—the ongoing splish
and splash of the experience as it washes over you. Go into next
week as you would into a diving experience—into water or not,
from the high-dive or. . . .”
“Or?”
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“The word escaped me for a minute—yeah, as you go skydiving.”
“I don’t know how to sky-dive.”
“Exactly.”
***
“Okay, class, have you thought about the difference between
debate and football?”
Apparently not.
“Okay, I’ll tell you then—but do enter in. Football attracts
crowds because it is a spectacle and depends on measurable
outcomes. It obeys a clock and a scoreboard and toting up, so
that nothing really matters except getting it over with and seeing
what numbers attach to what squad. You with me?”
“That’s true of debate, too,” said some miserable shit with a
male voice.
“No, it isn’t,” I said, a little louder than I should.
“Yes, it is,” he said.
“OK,” I said, regaining a little of my composure, “then why
do people attend one and not the other?”
My opponent didn’t seem ready for that, finally said, “Cause
one is interesting and the other isn’t.” But he didn’t seem too
happy with his retort, which, of course, he should not have
been.
“I agree,” I said, smiling. “Try this out, though: debate is not
some set of plays or even sentences leading to something—like
a touchdown. Debate words and sentences are selfcontained, existing for the moment only. I realize they score
things, tote things up, but we all recognize that as an alien
importation. You with me?”
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Maybe not, but at least nobody was arguing with me—not
yet.
“Arguing, in other words, exists for us like other pleasures of
the moment, not because of what it produces but because of
what it is. Almost all of us love it and we will love it more if we
think of it as a fun recreation, like two-handed gin rummy. The
outcome doesn’t matter, nor does truth, whatever that is. The
ebb and flow, the give and take.”
“Like sex,” somebody said.
“Well,” I said, thinking fast, “perhaps, but I was wrong to
introduce that analogy. Let’s stick to gin-rummy.”
“You don’t like sex?”
“That’s neither here nor there,” I began, when again I was
interrupted.
“It sure isn’t here,” said a jokester with no sense of what was
funny.
It was, if you can believe it, downhill from there.
The class finally ended, I guess. At least the hands of the
clock moved and then people left. I thought I’d at least be able
to creep away and die alone—or with Helen by my side—but I
failed to reckon on Jennie:
“Tom, I just wanted to say I thought this class was a
stunning success. I’m giving you my number here on this slip of
paper. You’ll call me, right, and tell me what you’re teaching
next, so I can sign up right away—avoid the rush. Will you do
that?”
“Jennie, for you I’d do anything.”
“No, you wouldn’t.”
“What?”
“You won’t argue with me—and that’s what I most want,
really. I do. It’d be heaven for me to spend—oh, hours and
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hours, arguing with you, Tom, now that I understand it—and
understand you.”
“I don’t think I can get into that heaven, Jennie, a sinner like
me.”
“Yes, you can.”
I think I would still have been there inside a Jenny-argument,
inside hell itself, had I not slipped into the Men’s and beat it out
the back door. I did keep her number, though, just as a caution
against—well, many things.
***
“How did it go?”
“It was awful beyond belief.”
“I told you so.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“That’s true, I guess. Let’s not argue.”
“Really?”
“Nah, I’m game. You’ve convinced me that arguing is at the
root of all happiness, all vibrancy, all life.”
“Now you’re mocking me.”
“Am not.’
“Are too.”
“I love you.”
‘Illegal move. That sentence tends to end things, and we’re
dedicated never to ending anything.’
“That’s why I love you.”
“OK.”
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SINGING WITHOUT FEAR—FOR TEENS
Talking about music is like dancing about
architecture.
Steve Martin
When I was a little boy, I told my dad, “When I
grow up, I want to be a musician.” My dad said:
“You can’t do both, Son.”
Chet Atkins
I don’t like country music, but I don’t mean to
denigrate those who do. And for the people who
like country music, denigrate means “put down.”
Bob Newhart
Music makes one feel so romantic—at least it
always gets on one’s nerves—which is the same
thing nowadays.
Oscar Wilde
Music was my refuge. I could crawl into the space
between the notes and curl my back to loneliness.
Maya Angelou
“You notice everybody here is our age?”
“Really?”
“Yeah, see anybody drooling or in a walker?”
“How come, do you think?”
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“We’re all victims of well-meaning parents, Janie.”
“Another name for smug old sadists.”
“Were you surprised they didn’t enroll us in some ‘Scared
Straight’ program?”
“Your parents know you’re gay, Elaine?”
“I think so, Janie. I also think they don’t give a shit.”
“Mine, neither. So long as I don’t mention it or do it in front
of them. I suppose they regard it as a phase, a step on the road to
happy heterosexuality.”
“And that’s really what you think, Janie. I know it. Don’t
deny it. I don’t think you even know that yourself. You aren’t
committed.”
“Oh, Lainey. You’ve said something like that before. How
can I convince you?”
“Be with me next year this time, Janie, not with the star
quarterback.”
“Just wait and see, Elaine.”
“Waiting’s all I can do. Anyhow, lover-for-now, what’d your
parents say when they handed you the gift envelope?”
“They sang it—don’t ask for any more.”
“I could see the judges’ eyes when they handed you the
prize. I bet you made the cutest bow—oh you musta been a
beautiful baby, cause baby, look at you now!”
“You don’t need a class, Janie . That’s beautiful. And I do
make bows, but not cute ones. Only you would find me cute—
and cute’s not all that good. Ravishing is better.”
“You’re both—and I can stand even cute cause I love you
so, Lainie, believe it or not. But now that you brought it up, I
can ease your mind: you’re not ‘cute.’ Lesbians are never cute;
that’s rule number one.”
“Hush. Didn’t you see the sign, right at our classroom door:
‘Lesbians, Stray Dogs, and Terrorists Not Allowed.”
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“Well, we’ve kept it a secret this long. We can last another
few minutes. Just try not to paw me when we’re on stage.”
“Let’s not go there—on stage, I mean. Pawing is dandy.
Anyhow, why do you suppose our parents thought we’d enjoy
this. They think we’re sheltered, need some good ole public
embarrassment?”
“Take one look at us, Elaine, and you’d also think, ‘Those
two dollies need to be singing together, go on tour. All they
need is some expert, if cheap, training down at Madison Perry
Community College, where world-class teachers and their soonto-be world-class singing tutees hang out’.”
“Still, a class called ‘Singing Out Loud’,” as if they needed
to spend $39.50 to keep us from singing in our head or
something.”
“They got a special rate. And your title is wrong, though it’s
a dandy. This one is called “Singing Without Fear’.”
“In Public? Holy honkers! No wonder I couldn’t remember
it. Can we go on stage together, do duets?”
“I can’t carry a tune.”
“Me either. That’ll double the sweetness—make our songs
artfully unpredictable.”
Just then the teacher entered. Must have been the teacher, as
she was the only one over seventeen within miles, it seemed—
and she wasn’t that much older. Not pretty, exactly, but she had
a fine smile.
“Well, that’s unusual,” she said, “Nobody here’s over
twenty, so you’re none of you breaking the rules. Now, what
was it? Forced by your parents?”
Nobody gave any sign, so far as I could tell.
“Just as I thought. Well, that makes it better, anyhow. I
won’t insist that you croon or bellow or mike-kiss, nothing like
that. Nor do you have to sing ‘Ol Man River’ or ‘Ave Maria’ or
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‘My Way.’ In fact, you don’t have to sing at all, if you don’t
want to. I’ll try to show you how it might be fun. If it still
doesn’t seem like fun to you, you can tell me to back off—
before telling your parents how much you thank them and are
transformed and how you cannot wait for the next all-school
talent show—which you intend to win.”
I was so smitten with her, I raised my hand—or maybe I just
blurted out: “Can we sing in pairs and that sort of thing, or just
by ourselves?”
She smiled that smile of hers. “Any way you like. We’ll try
all sorts of things before we’re done: duets, madrigals, choirs of
the non-church variety, barbershop quartets. New and twisted
variations.”
I almost said I really liked “twisted,” but I didn’t—I don’t
think.
“So, class, let’s start singing by not. Sorry, that’s show-offy
and not funny. I mean, let’s start off by listening—once
through—and then sing along the next time, or don’t, just as
you like. Humming’s fine, too. You have a lyrics sheet before
you—all belonging to very very old songs. I had slightly more
up-to-date ones, but the school told me I might get in trouble
with somebody or other—violating copyrights, I think—and to
confine myself to songs in the public domain. Turns out that’s
not so bad. One word of caution: these very-old songs often
have elongated lyrics, but that just means there are more places
to hide. Besides, they tell stories—usually sad ones, though not
always. Anyhow, I’m talking when I should be listening. We’ll
go right down the list.”
And she did.
Elaine and I were nervous at first, but soon we got interested,
then started humming. Both at the same time, which shows how
well-coupled we are. I can’t resist some of these lyrics. If
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they’re too long for you, just skip ‘em—or stop reading all
together. There’s no prize for finishing.
Here are the parts Lainie and I really really loved. I didn’t
mean it about you going away. You can always hum along—not
loudly!
The other night dear as I lay sleeping,
I dreamed I held you in my arms;
But when I woke dear I was mistaken,
And I hung my head and I cried:
You are my sunshine, my only sunshine;
You make me happy when skies are gray;
You’ll never know dear how much I love you;
Please don’t take my sunshine away.
There are some other verses that more or less suck—but these,
wow.
Here’s another, more upbeat, I guess you could say:
There’s a dark and a troubled side of life.
There’s a bright and a sunny side, too.
Though we meet with the darkness and strife,
The sunny side we also may view.
Keep on the sunny side always on the sunny side;
Keep on the sunny side of life.
It will help us every day it will brighten all the way,
If we keep on the sunny side of life.
Great advice and heartening. If only we had the choice. But
it’s nice to think we do. Elaine agrees, and she’s usually much
more pessimistic than I. She calls it “realistic.” I guess she’s
right. Anyhow, that is now one of my all-time favorites. Oh
boy—“keep on the sunny side!”
I had a friend named Ramblin Bob.
He used to steal gamble and rob.
He thought he was the smartest guy around.
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Well, I found out last Monday
That Bob got locked up Sunday.
They’ve got him in the jailhouse way downtown.
He’s in the jailhouse now;
He’s in the jailhouse now.
Well, I told him once, I told him twice,
Stop playin cards and shootin dice.
He’s in the jailhouse now.
There’s a verse about “we” that’s good too—“We started
spendin my money, and she started callin me honey”—but I
won’t strain your limited patience. Besides:
Did you ever see a robin weep
When leaves begin to die?
That mean’s he’s lost his will to live.
I’m so lonesome I could cry.
The silence of a falling star
Lights up a purple sky,
And as I wonder where you are.
I’m so lonesome I could cry.
And:
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains you never change your
socks,
And the little streams of alcohol come a-trickling down
the rocks.
The brakemen have to tip their hats and the railroad bulls
are blind.
There’s a lake of stew and of whiskey, too;
You can paddle all around ’em in a big canoe
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains.
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains the jails are made of
tin,
And you can walk right out again as soon as you are in.
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There ain’t no short handled shovels, no axes saws or
picks.
I’m a goin to stay where you sleep all day,
Where they hung the jerk that invented work,
In the Big Rock Candy Mountains.
I’ll see you all this coming fall in the Big Rock Candy
Mountains.
Ain’t those lyrics something! But the ones that spoke most to
me and Lainie, so close to our hearts that—well, lyrics first and
confession later. Just two more songs:
Every morning, every evening,
Ain't we got fun?
Not much money, oh, but honey,
Ain't we got fun?
The rent's unpaid, dear—
We haven't a bus.
But smiles were made, dear,
For people like us.
In the winter, in the summer,
Don't we have fun?
Times are bum and getting bummer.
Still we have fun.
There's nothing surer—
The rich get rich and the poor get poorer.
In the meantime, in between time,
Ain't we got fun?
Yeah, we got fun, for sure. In the meantime, in between time. I
think that’s in The Great Gatsby. This one’s longer but the story
it tells—oh my.
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A little maiden climbed an old man’s knees—
Begged for a story: "Do uncle, please!
Why are you single, why live alone?
Have you no babies, have you no home?"
"I had a sweetheart, years, years ago,
Where she is now, pet, you will soon know;
List to the story, I’ll tell it all:
I believed her faithless after the ball.”
”Bright lights were flashing in the grand ballroom,
Softly the music playing sweet tunes.
There came my sweetheart, my love, my own,
‘I wish some water; leave me alone.’
When I returned, dear, there stood a man
Kissing my sweetheart as lovers can.
Down fell the glass, pet, broken, that’s all—
Just as my heart was after the ball.”
“Long years have passed, child, I have never wed,
True to my lost love though she is dead.
She tried to tell me, tried to explain—
I would not listen, pleadings were vain.
One day a letter came from that man;
He was her brother, the letter ran.
That’s why I’m lonely, no home at all—
I broke her heart, pet, after the ball."
Chorus:
After the ball is over, after the break of morn,
After the dancers' leaving, after the stars are gone
Many a heart is aching, if you could read them all—
Many the hopes that have vanished after the ball.
We sang that over and over, the whole class did—even
Sarah, that was the teacher’s name, we found out later. Anyhow,
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we sang and wept, some of us, even Elaine. “I broke her heart,
pet, after the ball.” Were there ever such bone-chilling and
perfect lyrics?
Well, no more lyrics. You guessed it, the class was a hit, so
varied and fine. Lainie and I didn’t join a church choir—I know
you’re disappointed—but we did form a trio. Right—with
Sarah. And if you suppose we did more than just sing—well,
you should be ashamed of yourself.
Did it last, the trio? Of course not. How about the two of us
that started it all, Elaine and Janie? Was Elaine right about me
and my merely fashionable lesbianism? Well, you probably
know by now that we aren’t still together, that many a heart is
aching. It doesn’t matter now which of us caused the split or
why we both took paths that pushed us away from all that might
have been. Now and then, though, it all comes back to me, even
the music, the beautiful singing:
I dreamed I held you in my arms, but when I woke. . . .
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GAMES FOR SINGLES
The trouble is not that I am single and likely to
stay single, but that I am lonely and likely to stay
lonely.
Charlotte Brontë
That feeling you get when you want to tell someone
you love them, and there is no one there.
Melody Carstairs
I would rather be a beggar and single than a queen
and married.
Elizabeth I
“Hello.”
“Hello to you, Mr. Daniels.”
“Daniels?”
“That’s what it says here. Ray Daniels. Expert in Games for
Singles. Glad to meet you, though whether I am single or not is
for me to know. For now, at any rate. I have a strong feeling
you’ll find all that out, Ray.”
“Huh?”
“Your course has been approved, with gusto. And we at
Mountaintop Community College feel so lucky. You know why
they call it Mountaintop? Maybe I’m missing it, but I am unable
to see any mountains at all around here—much less their tops.
But it sounds good, don’t you think?”
“They probably liked the sound, just as you say.”
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“I agree, Ray, I agree. I knew we’d hit it off. Sorry for the
late notice. Your bang-up class starts next Wednesday—no,
Tuesday. Two weeks of non-stop fun.”
“Non-stop. . . .”
“No burning need to come in before the Tuesday. To the
office, of course I mean. Class starts at seven, so if you will
drop by the Office then—you know where that is, of course—
and just sign up, as usual. Correct anything that’s wrong, that
sort of thing. Surprising how often those shits—sorry—get
things wrong. They even got John Turnbull’s—you know
him—social security number wrong. Caused no end of anguish.
So, don’t assume they have anything right. They don’t.”
“Well, they have something in common with me.”
“Good one, Ray. My name’s Peaches, by the way, not my
given name, which doesn’t bear repeating, which is why I don’t.
I know we haven’t met, but I can’t wait.”
“Me, either.”
“See you Tuesday—only I leave at five or a few seconds
after, so I’ll leave my love by proxy, as it were.”
“Okay.”
“Oh, one last thing. Too late for textbook orders, that kind of
thing. Sorry we’re so tardy but it looked for a while like the
class wouldn’t make—and then, whammo, a bunch of your
close friends and most rabid fans, must be, flooded us with
registrations. Massive flood—just like Johnstown. Final count is
about twenty. Let me see. nineteen—which I’d say is real close
to twenty, so not to worry. Went from six to nineteen before you
could say, ‘I Wanta Play with Sexy Ray’. Just goes to show you
what a popular fella you are.”
“Me?”
“Don’t be modest, Ray. I can tell you got a way with you—
an uncommon way. As I say, though, I’ll have to wait to travel
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down it. You remember the old song, “Down Our Way.” But I
will.”
“I’ll have it all spread out for you.”
What did I mean by that? Peaches seemed to know; anyhow
she laughed and then clicked off.
***
“Hello, class.”
All nineteen—I had counted—looked at me, but nobody said
a word. They didn’t seem hostile, though, which was one thing.
“Let’s say my name’s Ray—and—well, maybe we should go
around the circle—first let’s get into a circle—and introduce
ourselves, tell a little about why we are interested in “‘Games
for Singles’.”
They rearranged themselves, and then said their names, most
of which I didn’t catch, though I tried. I did pay more attention
to their reasons, which were pretty varied:
“I’ve never been good at games.”
“I’m single and wish I weren’t—took the class so maybe I
could team up. I figured games might work, since nothing
else—you know.”
“I used to like games as a kid, but I haven’t played any since
back then, when I was happy.”
“I was just curious to find out how ‘Games for Singles’
differed from ‘Games for Those Who Weren’t Single’.”
“I am so bored.”
I was ready to proceed, when this fellow—what they used to
call “dapper,” I’d say, raised his hand. I nodded and he asked
me why I myself was interested.
“I wasn’t at first. I mean—what the hell—I think the school
made a mistake, mixed me up with the genuine faculty. All I did
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was ask for a catalogue and then called about singles classes.
Next thing I knew—well, here I am.”
“Why didn’t you tell them you weren’t qualified?”
“Well, I don’t know if you know Peaches.”
Several nodded. They knew Peaches.
***
I had to say something more. I mean, if this was going to be
a class at all, I had to muster at least some fakery.
“I have prepared as well as I could. I only had a few days,
you see, as they weren’t sure the class would make.”
Blank stares.
“But I’m sure we’ll have fun. Get to know each other.”
They relaxed—I could tell.
“And some games—even if they are half-assed.”
Now they really relaxed.
“OK. I have found or devised several games, divided into
two groups, one for this week and one for next.”
That was a dumb thing to say, but Brenda Marie—I
remembered her name, since it was so odd, rescued me. “That’s
great. What’s for this week?”
“Thanks, Brenda Marie. First, here’s a pad and pencil for
everyone and also here’s a jar filled with Hershey’s kisses. I’ll
pass it around. Everybody guess how many candies there are,
and the lucky student closest gets the whole jar.”
The winner was an unpleasant-seeming guy named Brad, not
that I cared what he looked like. The real problem was that the
game took only three minutes and I had seventy-four still to fill.
“Swell. Next: use your pad and pencil again. Take your time,
now. There’s no rush. Write down on the pad three things about
yourself, two of them true and one a lie. Then we’ll put them in
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a pile and I’ll read them off and we can all guess who it is. No
hurry. Think about it a while.”
“You playing, too?” This from another woman, a pretty
woman whose name I vowed I would learn.
Of course, I had no choice but to play, and I spent longer
than most filling mine out. That wasn’t strategic: it was just
hard to think. Finally:
1. My wife left me for my boss.
2. I used to be a bartender
3. My secret ambition is to pitch for the Yankees.
By the time I realized all three were true, the game was
afoot. Turned out not to matter, as the whole group seemed to
enjoy themselves independent of anything I’d written or said.
Good! I really didn’t mind being out of the spotlight.
“And now, class. For this next game, you gotta submit to
having me slap some tape on you—tape with a simple sign—or
a phrase, really. One half of a saying. Then you have to discover
who has the other half and find out everything you can about
them in five minutes—or more.”
“You have to play too, Ray. There’s an odd number
otherwise.”
That might have occurred to me, were I not such a bozo.
Anyhow, this was the game I had found most fun to set up,
locating the wackiest slogans and stuff I could find. Here are
some of them:
Humpty Dumpty—He Was Pushed
If all else fails—lower your standards
Abandon the search for truth—settle for a rich fantasy
Where there’s a will—I want to be in it
Age—a very high price to pay for maturity
Whenever I find the key to success—someone changes
the lock
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The problem was knowing when to stop, which meant I had
too many, which turned out to be good, since I had added
myself to those playing.
The half I picked up said: “just tell us where to look for it.”
Damn and hell—I couldn’t remember the other half—the
first half, must be. I tried to hang back, hoping maybe Brenda
had the start. But, no, it was a guy, Carl, it turned out, who
showed up with “Lead us not into temptation.”
Turns out Carl had had an interesting life but had never
found what he kept calling “the right one.”
“Actually, Ray,” he said as we were about to break up, “I’ve
never found any one, right or not. I’m starting to think I never
will.”
I found myself saying what my mother said to me: “Chin up,
Carl.” Then I added, and I meant it, “I’m here to help.”
I thought he might cry, but he didn’t. I did, though. But I hid
it.
I’d planned on charades, but our time somehow had
vanished, and I could just squeeze in more writing-on-a-card,
including five statements about themselves, different from the
ones they’d used in the previous, almost-identical game, and all
five true.
I’d hoped to waylay Brenda or maybe Carl—go get a drink.
As I was gathering my papers, though, there was Peaches.
“Thought you said you left at five?” I said, not meaning to
be rude.
“I do, yes I do—ordinarily, but I dropped back today just to
see if everything went well—if there were maybe any problems
old Peaches could help with.”
I saw she meant it. Oh, Lord.
“No, Peaches. They seemed to take my bogus status in
stride. We had a very good time, really fine..”
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I couldn’t read her looks. Maybe disappointed.
“Thanks to you!” I added.
“No, it’s all you, Ray,” she said.
By the time I was ready to stop into trying to figure out what
the hell that meant, she was out the door.
***
Next class, everybody was handed one of the cards—you
guessed that—and had to chat it up with their fellow students to
see who was whom. This was another hit, and took a good long
time.
The next game was as lousy as that one was good—a terrible
mistake. I’d found it online—like all the other games, of
course—and wasn’t thinking when I decided it’d be just the
thing for the class. It was called Mend a Broken Heart—where
each person gets half of a heart I’d jaggedly cut in two and then
has to try and match it up—and so on. One trouble was I’d cut
them almost all the same; the other was that broken hearts are
not great game material, at least not for my group.
Just as bad—worse—was my next brainstorm: “My Most
Embarrassing Moment.” I cannot stand to think about it—the
memory is as embarrassing as what erupted in this terrible,
heartless game. One student, Laura, actually said her worst was
walking in from shopping and finding her husband in bed with
her sister. And that wasn’t number one in the recital of
nightmares.
At least we were about at the end of the class—the whole
class. I knew I had to say something, think fast. Of course I
didn’t.
“Dear friends,” I started, which was so flabbily inappropriate
it got their full attention. “Dear friends, I sincerely apologize for
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these last games and for the raw wounds they—I—opened up.
How about we all go out for a drink. OK? Pick a partner you
love or think you might love and see what happens when we
drink for a while at Route 30 Inn up the road. First round’s on
me.”
I pretended to fuss around with my stuff, waiting for Brenda
to approach me. What happened, though, didn’t involve Brenda.
But that’s OK. I’m really hitting it off with Peaches.
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FORGIVENESS 101
Resentment is like drinking poison and hoping it
will kill your enemies.
Nelson Mandela
Always forgive your enemies—nothing annoys
them so much.
Oscar Wilde
If you can’t forget and forgive—choose one.
Robert Brault
“Well, now, class let’s get comfortable. How about we go
around the table and introduce ourselves. But please do not say
anything about your resentments or the person or persons you
feel have wronged you. Should we start with you? Yes, you,
sir.”
“I refuse.”
“Well, okay. That’s fine. May I ask why?”
“Just common sense. Next thing you’ll be asking for a credit
card number and saying it’s only routine. I know a game worth
two of that.”
“I see. That’s also fine. You certainly are not required to
give up your name, if you choose. Next?”
Thank Jesus nobody else seemed to imagine that a name
should be a dark secret or that I was a CIA agent. Man, oh man.
And of course it was a male living as if he were a target.
Women are very unlikely to sink into such an ego-enfolded
madness, and I should have replied to Mr. Anonymous that
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others would not care about his name, what with him dwelling
in a hole nobody had bothered to trace on any map, and that he
could just pack up his pad and pencil—which he didn’t seem to
have on hand—and go straight to. . . . But I had learned to be
patient through the last seven years, listening to roomful after
roomful of folks of all ages talking about their wounds and how
they needed to find a way to forgive or—once or twice—to find
means of allowing others to forgive them.
Mind you, I’m not being sarcastic: so many people are
humiliated and hurt, often repeatedly, and sometimes—I wish I
could justly say “often”—can find real help in this class, get
their lives tilted at least a bit upward and maybe feel less grim
about themselves and their prospects.
We went around the circle of our nice table—a new addition
from the Clifftown Community College’s remodeling
program—and almost reached the end, when a woman, older
than most, said, “I’m not here to grant forgiveness to someone
but to seek it. Am I in the wrong place?”
“Well,” I said, fumbling for an answer better than, “You sure
as hell are!” She took me off the hook, though, by continuing.
“I know it sounds awful, but I feel as if my life cannot
proceed unless I can dig myself out of this awful guilt I feel.
Can I go on just a little?”
What could we say? Of course, go on. Mr. Mystery Man
looked as if he might start snarling but didn’t. A pleasantlooking woman across from the speaker, a woman with hair so
red it made you wonder if it were real and then decide it must
be, said, “Please do tell us. Only, what’s your name—if you
don’t mind saying,” she added the last with a broad smile at Mr.
Suspicious.
“Thank you, it’s Ginger. Anyhow, I have been terrible all my
life, seems like. I’ve resolved ever so often to do better, at least
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not to be so venomous, but it never takes. As a kid, I was
horrible to my two dear brothers, tattling on them and even
making up stories so as to get them in trouble. Then—well, I’ll
just summarize: I cheated on steady boyfriends and then on
husbands, two of them; I’ve neglected my three kids badly; I’ve
gossiped about close friends, people who once were close but
soon left me. And—oh ever so much more. I cheat on my
income tax, and I. . . .”
I had to stop this. “Please, Ginger, I am quite sure you are a
much finer person than you’re allowing yourself to believe.
However, I’m afraid this is not the class for you, and that you
might consider. . . .”
Here Paranoid Grumpo cut in: “Hey, that’s interesting; tell
us more, Ginger”
Before I could get us back on track, all hell broke loose. I
have to admit it did get so interesting I pretty much forgot about
the fuming resenters who were actually supposed to be there.
I wasn’t silent myself: “Ginger, I’ll bet you are beating
yourself up—not over nothing—but over very real things we all
have done and that bother us all. Most of us, I’ll bet, have
managed to bury things and maybe want to grant forgiveness in
hopes of finding it. Now, I’m not sure we’ve all cheated on
friends and spouses, but—”
“I haven’t done that myself, not too often,” said Mr.
AssFace, looking around for the expected roars of laughter.
When they didn’t come, he actually seemed sad, perhaps
ashamed. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be sorry,” said the woman with flaming red hair
which didn’t seem to be dyed. (I now was certain.) “We women
are all used to macho men trying to ward off their homosexual
urges with jokes.”
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I was sure that’d ignite our Mr. Inflammable, but he just
smiled, as if happy to be let off the hook.
That left everyone free to return to Ginger. Hell, why not?
This could turn out to be way more interesting than I’d planned.
So, ever flexible, I veered toward her.
“I’ll bet everyone here who had siblings can find ways to
torment themselves over how unfairly they have treated them,
Ginger. Now, try to think of times—not when they mistreated
you but of times when you all had fun together. That’s all. Just
fun. Don’t try to think of you being heroically self-sacrificing or
anything—just happy, all of you.”
Ginger looked puzzled but much less—I don’t know—
anguished
A man next to the redhead spoke up right then.
“Are you still in contact with your brothers, Ginger?”
“Yes, I am. They’re so good to me.”
“And that makes you feel even more guilty, right? Maybe try
this—or not: get together with them—separately or as a group,
whatever works—and just talk about it. It won’t be necessary
that they forget stuff ever happened or that everything is hunky
dory, necessarily. Just tell them what’s bothering you and see
what they say. Trust them. Trust yourself.”
“Trust myself?”
“Yeah. You’ll know as you’re talking how they’re feeling—
that is, uncomfortable or angry or puzzled. They’ll let you
know, one way or another.”
“Really?”
A woman, Terri according to my notes, picked up the ball:
“Ginger, you might tell them, just to relieve the embarrassment,
and be kind to them at the same time, that you know they’ve
enjoyed the hell out of remembering your vile misdeeds,
embellishing them—the sense of superiority, the joy in feeling
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victimized, the adrenaline rush from all the anger they can call
on any time.”
“Oh my!” Ginger said.
“I’ll bet none of that’s true in any way, but they’ll see the
joke and like it that you’re creating an escape route from an
embarrassing conversation.”
Ginger was silent, hard to read.
Someone else, Larry on my chart, kept it rolling. “Ginger, I
know this is no comfort, but I cheated on my wife—my wife
that was—and she never gave me any reason to do so. I sure as
hell gave her reasons, I guess. . . . I know I did. But I’m sure she
didn’t do anything to deserve it, as if anyone ever deserved such
a thing. But anyhow, you talk about cheats galore. Maybe you
could tell us more about that?”
Ginger seemed to feel no embarrassment, looked almost
grateful.
“With the boyfriends, that was less serious, I guess, though
also rotten. Girlfriends and I would sometimes switch partners.
That’s not clear. I mean we would come back from bathrooms
at dances and stuff and sidle up to one another’s dates.”
“That’s it?”
“Well, I guess.”
“And you call that cheating?”
“Well, wasn’t like we asked the poor boys.”
“Did the boys seem to mind?”
“I don’t know. They never said anything, I guess, but that
doesn’t mean. . . .”
“Ginger, don’t you think they may have enjoyed it, even
figured it out, been in on the joke?”
“Oh.”
There was a pause but I wasn’t tempted to shove into it.
Finally—
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“Maybe tell us about the husbands.”
“Well, both marriages went south real fast. With the first
one, we were both too young, I guess, but—that’s no excuse for
me. My husband had lost a job and was going out drinking a lot.
I’m not making excuses, now, just telling you. We were kind of
strapped for money, and I was working two waitressing jobs. It
was very tough, especially on Trent.”
“Why especially on Trent?”
“He was a good kid, really, and I know he felt so guilty. But
he really couldn’t get work himself, and . . . . I know he felt so
guilty.”
“Listen to what you’re saying,” broke in Mr. Gruff ’n Grim,
but with a voice remarkably soft.. “You’re making excuses for
him, just as you did then, I’ll bet anything. Was he faithful to
you?”
“Well, not exactly, but. . . .”
“Jesus Christ, Ginger. There ain’t no buts. Yeah, he was
young and a good person and in over his head. He’s no villain.
But certainly you aren’t either.”
“Oh.”
“The second marriage pretty much the same?” It may have
been me that asked that. I’m not sure.
“Well, we were more mature, you know. Both on second gorounds. He’d had a bad first marriage, too, and . . . .”
”More boozing”
“No. Drugs. Just fell into the wrong crowd.”
“What we know, Ginger,” said the now loquacious fellow,
who had somehow along the line identified himself as Jack, “is
what you’re starting to recognize yourself, if you’d only open
your eyes to it, honey. You are twisting things so as to take on
the role you know how to play: the immoral bitch.”
“You think?”
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“So do you.”
“Oh.”
“And Ginger.”
“Yeah.”
“Everybody who is anybody cheats on taxes.”
I at least had wit enough to see that there was now no class
to teach, that they knew at least as much as I and could help one
another without me blabbing. Also, I needed quiet time to think
about Ginger, about Ginger and her brothers—not about wrongs
they did one to another, but about times they were happy—just
that, happy.
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MISREADING
Calm soul of all things! make it mine
To feel, amid the city’s jar,
That there abides a peace of thine,
Man did not make, and cannot mar!
The will to neither strive nor cry,
The power to feel with others give!
Calm, calm me more! nor let me die
Before I have begun to live.
Matthew Arnold
I have this neighbor. Even at the first, we chatted, Bram and
me, and were in each other’s houses from time to time, not a lot.
You’d find this surprising if you just looked at a chart telling
you general things about us. There were sure lots of reasons
why you’d never think we’d be talking to one another, much
less friends.
One reason had to do with our different educational levels.
Bram went to college, has a Master of Arts degree in sociology.
Me, I barely got through two years at the local community
college, which was the happiest time of my life but all I could
manage with my folks both getting sick and then my wife
shortly after. But I wasn’t Harvard material to start with, unless
they gave a Master of Arts in plumbing, which is what I do and
love.
Bram did all that schooling after he had been married and
had kids, too, which was tough. His wife, Lou, was also in
school, getting her own degree: get this, a Ph.D., in English,
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studying William Shakespeare. Their kids – Miriam, Terri, and
Hal – have done so much for me, and that’s the truth. I don’t
mean they’ve helped me carry in groceries and do lifting,
though that, too. I mean something I can’t explain too well.
Let’s just say that I didn’t have kids of my own, a long story I’ll
get to maybe and maybe not, and that those kids of Bram and
Lou let me in on something I didn’t even know was there. I
might be able to name it, but II don’t want to be all sappy, so
I’ll leave it at that.
Bram and I almost got off on the wrong foot. Here’s how it
that all happened: first time I met him – I was living by myself,
had been for fifteen years, after my Claudia went. I might as
well tell you now. Claudia and I were as happy, I think, as any
two people ever, and maybe we were too happy for it to last.
After a year, we were talking about having kids when we got the
news that this little spot on Claudia’s chest was more than just a
spot. I really don’t want to talk about it, but that’s why I was
living here alone: we didn’t have time to have the kids we
hoped for.
The couple who had been living across the street moved,
said the house was getting too small for them, which means they
had got money and were snobs, seems to me. On the day Bram
moved in, I saw the truck across the street and went outside and
across. It was a Saturday and I wasn’t working that day.
Plumbers work a lot on Saturday, because they can get timeand-a-half; but I never liked that, as we charge plenty and some
people have trouble meeting their bills, without being thrown
into the poor house every time their drain backs up. I don’t
criticize my fellow plumbers, many of whom have families to
support, while in my case there’s only me. I don’t have
expensive tastes and wouldn’t know what to do with a lot of
money. Buy six tv sets? Take ballet lessons?
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Anyhow, I trotted over across the street when I saw the
movers pull up, though I’m not really what you’d call a trotter. I
didn’t want to stick my nose in; I just thought I could welcome
them and see if they needed a strong back or some tips on the
neighborhood. I try to make myself known to new people — not
like this is Mayberry, where everybody is into everybody else’s
business. It’s not like that, though it’s getting too close to suit
some, such as the departing owners of Bram and Lou’s house.
For me, I’d not mind living there with Aunt Bee and Gomer and
Floyd the barber.
So, here was Bram. He was standing outside, not really
having anything to do except watch and look anxious. His wife,
Louise, was too busy to talk then, being occupied making
decisions on which things went where, while Bram was shifting
from foot to foot, the way you do.
It’s can be pretty embarrassing for men in such situations, as
those of you who are men know all too well and those of you
who are women probably rejoice in. I’ve heard, actually, that
most women don’t really like men all that much, pretend to, just
to get by. I can’t really say for certain. I do know that Claudia,
before she met me, had had some rough encounters along the
way, though she didn’t want to dwell on such things,
understandably. The wonder is she hadn’t been turned off men
for good, but she was so glad-hearted you’d think she had never
run into anything but the best. I really wouldn’t blame women if
they disliked men. But I have a hard time thinking they do.
Women are better than men, which sounds dumb, but it’s what I
think, down deep.
Back to Lou, who was busy directing traffic and had so
much to do she’d have been justified in being short-tempered.
But she wasn’t. Bram once said to me, “Women like Lou not
only change their own light bulbs but wire the whole damned
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house.” He was laughing as he said it. I could tell they had a
great relationship, partly by the way they talked to one another
but more by the way they listened. When one of them was
talking, the other one would look with such pride.
After Claudia went away—I know it is silly but I have
trouble saying the word “died”—I didn’t see any women for
some time, years really. I knew that Claudia wouldn’t like it that
I was alone. So I did try going out, meeting women my friends
knew or I met somehow. I think I put them off, though it wasn’t
like I was gloomy all the time or talked about Claudia. Maybe
they could just tell. Several of these women, all of them very
nice, said they liked being with me, but I sort of thought they
didn’t, couldn’t really tell. It was like being back in high school
again, almost.
But this isn’t getting my story told, which is not about me
and women but about me and Bram. Here’s what happened:
Bram asked me if I wouldn’t like to be a member of his book
club, one he belonged to, attached to the local community
college and this program they had. It was called “Friday Night
Reading.”
This was while we were both watching the movers and not
finding a lot to say. I think he made the offer to fill in space, the
way you do. My first thought wasn’t a thought at all but panic.
But I was so unprepared for that sort of thing I said, “Sure.”
Not that there’s anything dramatic here, but somehow the
book club turned out to be even more like a horror movie than I
thought. It probably didn’t help that the first meeting was only
ten days away—and not even at Bram’s house.
I was there at his house for lunch three days after their
move-in. I’m not sure Bram and Lou were thrilled to have me,
but they were kind, and the lunch went on for two hours. I
didn’t realize it then, but later checked my watch and saw I had
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stayed and stayed, the way you do when you feel welcomed.
But the reason I wasn’t too sure about Bram and Lou was
that they didn’t invite me. Here’s how it happened: I was
fiddling in my yard, crouched down getting my hands dirty
planting something, when I saw all these feet in front of me. It
was Miri, Terri, and Hal, standing there grinning, with a
basketball.
“Wanta play?”
Before I could think, I said, “Sure,” and there we were
before you could say, “What’s that old fool doing?” having the
best time. We played two-on-two, shifting around to try and
find a balance of talent. We never did, largely because all three
kids were so much better than me. What I soon noticed, though,
was that they adjusted downwards. I figured at first it was to
make the games close, but when I thought about it later, I could
see it wasn’t that.
After we had played for a long time—I forgot to say it was a
Saturday—Lou came out to yell at the kids about lunch, coming
in for it. I started to beat it, when I felt this tug on my pants and
then a hand curling right into mine. It was Miri, the littlest one.
She didn’t say anything, just pulled me in the house and to the
table.
They didn’t eat lunch in the kitchen the way I do (I eat all
my meals there) but used this really nice dining room. I felt a
little like an intruder—for about three minutes, and then had the
best time. I realized after I got back home and stopped feeling
bad about how long I had stayed that I had almost never been in
anybody else’s house except to fix toilets since Claudia had left.
None of that has anything to do with what I started to talk
about. I hope you’ll pardon the way I tell stories, which is the
way my parents did, like a birddog circling round and not
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getting to the point for the longest time, if there is any point,
which in my case sometimes there isn’t—or I forget it.
But after Bram invited me to this Book Club meeting and I
accepted, I went home and wondered what to do now. And you
know what? I had forgotten to ask what book. Nothing for it but
to go back and find out. The Virgin Suicides was the title, he
said. “I have an extra copy, Jake, if you want it.”
You know what I said? I said, “Oh no, that’s OK. I’m pretty
sure I have a copy at home.” Now, it’s not like I don’t have any
books. I read a lot, really, just because I prefer reading to lots of
other things. Claudia got me into it and we used to read, you
know, out loud. But we hadn’t read this book. I’d heard of it—
maybe there was a movie version. I found out later that was it.
Anyhow, I still feel bad that I was so pretentious there at the
beginning, pretentious or ashamed.
I ran out and bought a copy and then read it, read it three
times before the meeting, not that multiple readings were going
to help me. I did what I could. Actually, I loved the book, loved
it more than I could explain, once I got beyond the horrible
events. I never did get beyond them, but I started to see how it
was the boys in the book were frozen in the past, caught by
these beautiful girls, so close to them, even in their suicides.
Close as they seemed to be, they were also as far away as the
stars. I couldn’t explain it, but those boys, now men, were never
going to get out of that treehouse, where they went, had to go, to
hear the girls calling to them, even if the calls had long since
gone away, even if they had never reached them and never
would.
The book was so mysterious I thought about telling Bram I
was sick or admitting I didn’t understand it so I wouldn’t have
to go. I didn’t do that. He’d been nice to ask me, and I wasn’t
going to back out. I figured I could keep my trap shut around all
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these educated people. I guessed they would be educated, like
Bram, and I was right too.
The house where we met was a lot like Bram’s house, nicer
than mine but not scary. The first bad thing, though, was that
there were only four others there, two men and two women. I
was hoping for twenty or thirty, which would make it easier to
hide.
I don’t want to talk much about the early part of the evening,
which was certainly nice enough. They had good food and a lot
of chat. At first I figured I could dissolve into the furniture, but
all four, and Bram too, kept talking to me and kept me talking
so much that hiding was out of the question. It was very
friendly, but I was, inside me, scared about what was coming.
I knew what it’d be, a circle in the living room. I was right.
My plan of keeping shut up worked pretty well for maybe a
half-hour. Now and then I agreed with somebody, but mostly I
could just nod, sneak peeks at my watch, and say nothing or
next to it.
But, after forty-seven minutes exactly, something happened
to me. I want to apologize for it, but that’d do no good, so I’ll
just tell it. Others in the Club were taking turns saying smart
things about teen suicide and reasons why young people might
do or be driven to do such things. Then, when everything got
silent, I don’t know what happened, but I just started talking and
couldn’t stop.
“There aren’t any reasons,” I said. “The boys in the story
find that out, and it’s just the older people who think they can
find reasons, feel they have to. Those girls, those Lisbon girls,
didn’t kill themselves because of anything. They just did. It
dishonors them to say they did it because. It dishonors all those
who leave us that way.”
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Then, to keep from making a fool of myself, I said, “Listen
to this,” and read the ending of the book, which seemed to me
so beautiful and true and almost more than I could take. But I
somehow made it through:
It didn’t matter in the end how old they had been, or that
they were girls, but only that we had loved them and that
they hadn’t heard us calling, still do not hear us, up there
in the tree house, with our thinning hair and soft bellies,
calling them out of those rooms where they went to be
alone for all time, alone in suicide, which is deeper than
death, and where we will never find the pieces to put them
back together.
I got through that, but couldn’t have said another word if
somebody’d offered me a million bucks.
Everybody was quiet, embarrassed, I guess. I know I was,
though it was a lot more than embarrassment I felt, a lot deeper,
if that doesn’t sound phony. Finally one of the Club group, a
woman whose name I had forgotten but now know was Joan,
said, “That’s beautiful, Jake, so beautiful. I don’t think there’s
anything to say after that.”
And that was it, as if I’d broken up the meeting, maybe the
Club.
On the way home, Bram and I didn’t say much. Hardly
anything. But he drove into my driveway, which was odd, living
right across the street as he did. I said, “Thanks, Bram!” And
got out of the car pretty fast, but somehow there he was beside
me. It should have seemed peculiar but somehow didn’t when
the next thing I knew he had me in the tightest hug ever.
All he said was, “I’m sorry.” But I knew.
And, oh yeah, I’m still a member of the Club. The next
meeting is at my house.
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HIGH ANXIETY
Anxiety's like a rocking chair. It gives you
something to do, but it doesn't get you very far.
Jodi Picoult, Sing You Home
Anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.
Søren Kierkegaard
Anxiety is love's greatest killer. It makes others
feel as you might when a drowning man holds on
to you. You want to save him, but you know he will
strangle you with his panic.
Anais Nin
“Angie, do you think our interest in anxiety is the only thing
holding us together?”
“Of course it is, Paul. What else do we talk about?”
“Just what I was thinking, you know?”
“I do know. But you know what else I was thinking?”
“That we’d better develop new interests—and quick? Like,
maybe, trap-shooting or, I don’t know, bridge?”
“No, Paul. Remember what we were reading about escaping
anxiety by telling a different story?”
“Oh, yeah. What is it?”
“That worrying about anxiety is just another anxiety, that the
reason we’re anxious is that we’re so good at finding things to
be anxious about. We wouldn’t know what to do without it. It’s
what we are—and we’ve become experts at cultivating it.”
“We’re good at that, huh? We’re also good in bed.”
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“Well, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.”
“Oh, Jesus.”
“See what I mean, Paul?”
“That I should study up on the sex manual and. . . .”
“No! That we should turn our story-telling talents away from
inventing tales that make us feel anxious.”
“Then we’ll be free, Angie.”
“Probably not.”
“But anyhow—you think our only real connection, the secret
to our love, is this need for anxiety?”
“Of course not.”
“That’s great. Really?”
“Who the hell knows? The real question is . . . . This is
profound. You ready for it, Paul?”
“Hit me.”
“It’s not that our love is entwined with our anxieties. We are
just that—that’s what we are. We are our anxieties. They are not
wrapped around us; they emerge from the inside. I said that
before, but you were so ready to let loose your line about sex,
you didn’t hear it.”
“Smart-ass. You never lose an opportunity to let loose with a
good line—which I love—doesn’t make me cautious at all.
Anyhow, let’s say that’s so, about wrapping ourselves up in
anxieties that emerge from us. Right? We don’t invent them,
exactly. Well, we do, but it’s just the selves we have brought
into being expressing themselves. That it? Our responsibility
now is to set about doing a do-over on who we are.”
“Exactly. Well, close enough.”
“So, we need help, right?”
“The first step is to admit it’s beyond us.”
“Hand it over to God.”
“Or the community college down the street.”
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“Huh?”
“See? Right there, Paul. Their catalogue.”
“Yeah—‘Anxiey: Get Rid of It’.”
“Makes me panic, the idea of getting rid of it.”
“Does it, Babs?”
“No.”
“It’s only $49 apiece. That’s sweet. Certainly a fraction of
what we’d pay to a shrink or yoga guy.”
“True—and we’re not ones to consult professionals when
amateurs are at hand.”
“It’s a step above Wikipedia.”
***
We got there early—naturally. Being tardy was high up on
our worry list.
The Instructor—Marty Jenkins—started off badly, seemed to
us—seemed to me.
“I should right away say: I am not a psychiatrist or even a
trained medical person. My studies have all been amateurish,
you know, truly amateurish. I won’t hide it from you.”
I wish she had.
“However, I can arm you with useful and accurate information, yes, and you will be able, then, to make the choices that
seem to you best.”
How on earth would I know which decisions were best. I
never did. Neither did Angie, though she had better luck than I.
This was all very worrisome. Making choices—sure.
“First of all, there’s a difference between anxiety disorder
and now-and-then anxiety, like the day before a big test or
facing your wedding night.”
She was getting salty.

150 James R. Kincaid
“Let’s talk about anxiety disorder. If you are unlucky enough
to be so stricken, worry and fear are constant and overwhelming
and you should receive proper treatment.”
“Is our anxiety constant and overwhelming, Angie?” I
whispered.
“No,” she hissed.
I should have felt relieved. Maybe I did—hard to tell.
But then we got a list of symptoms. I don’t think we are
alone in having the ability to match up with any symptoms—not
only anxiety but bone spurs and nasal contractions.
Here we got:
Uneasiness
Sleep problems
Not being able to stay calm and still
Cold, sweaty, numb, tingling hands or feet
Shortness of breath
Heart palpitations
Dry mouth
Nausea
Tense muscles
Dizziness
“Oh shit,” I murmured; “At least, I don’t think I experience
tense muscles, Barb.”
“That’s because you have no muscles. If you did. . . .”
Trust me, I had a very witty retort at hand, but I didn’t want
to miss anything the instructor was saying.
Turns out I should have let fly with my funny line, as Marty
then turned to a long discussion of “Causes,” which may have
been obligatory but which was so boring it almost served as an
anxiety cure. And the upshot of all this was—get this: nobody
knew anything about causes, nobody—no doctors or experts,
nobody. Quite comforting.
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Following “Causes” was “Diagnosis” and “Treatments.” I
must have napped through “Diagnosis,” waiting for the
payoff—“Treatments.” But all we got was another list:
Medication—you could write the caution to this yourself:
beware of reliance on short-term solutions to long-term
problems.
Psychotherapy—yeah, sure.
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy—which seemed to be no
more than a subset of the last category.
At last, twenty minutes from the closing bell, we got to
“Managing Symptoms”:
Deep breathing—using the diaphragm and not just the
chest to inhale and exhale slowly, counting to four and
sustaining this, emptying your head of everything but the slow
counting. All that’s in your head is: 1-2-3-4.
She asked us to try it right there, Marty did. Son of a bitch if
it didn’t make a difference. Just empty your head and do it. I
thought emptying my head would be hard, but it wasn’t.
“This is the number one treatment,” Marty said.
“It sure is!” I hadn’t realized I’d said that out loud but,
Mother on a stick, when I saw that I had—everybody turning
and looking at me—I didn’t care. I just smiled, and they did,
too, the other anxiety-sufferers. Even Marty. I don’t think Babs
smiled.
Marty went on to say that, for many, deep breathing might
not be the solution, not always, not for everybody. I don’t want
to sound callous, but what did I care? I did care about Angie,
naturally, but I could tell from the look in her lovely eyes that
she was with me on this.
It was as if we had remade ourselves, right then, our goal in
coming, and a kind of miracle. Deep breathing. Imagine.
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Of course, there were other important steps in managing our
symptoms, a lot of them: cut down on caffeine, sugar, fatty
foods, and other things that made life worth living. And—you
guessed it—exercise like maniacs and sleep a dozen hours a
night, and blah blah blah.
***
On the way to our car, I turned to Angie.
“I can’t imagine it was that simple.”
“I can’t imagine you’re so stupid.”
I was so shocked—and started to feel—you know. Then I
looked at her face and knew. Or thought I knew. Hell with it. I
had to ask.
“Angie, do you mean you think the breathing won’t work—
that it isn’t that simple?”
“I do, dear Paul. Not that it won’t work, but, yes, that it can’t
be that simple.”
“So, where’s that leave us, honey?”
“With each other—deep-breathing together.”
“Well, I can do that.”
“You’re talking about sex again, Paul! Your mind always
slides down to that low level.”
“That bother you?”
“No.”
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CONNECTING
The single biggest problem with communication
is the illusion that it has taken place.
George Bernard Shaw
Don’t you text me in that tone of voice!
Anon.
I often found myself doing something these days, even
absorbed in it, without having any idea why I was doing it or
where it began—or that it’d matter much anyhow. I suppose
that’s true of many people. Maybe not.
I wouldn’t have any way of finding out about other people,
though, and that’s just the problem. Or that’s where the problem
began. Me thinking about thinking, not content with just doing
something, the way (I imagine) most sane people do.
Not that I’m necessarily going insane—or it’d matter a damn
if I were. That’s not what troubles me.
I’m wondering what Russ would think about the way I’m
living my life. I’ve asked him several times, asked him in a way,
but he’s not here. I know that, and I know what he’d think of me
talking to a dead guy—not that I talk out loud. Anyhow, his
answer is clear enough: “Get off your ass and connect with
something.” That’s what he’d say, only it’s not quite what he’d
say. If I’m being honest I can hear him and what he’d tell me to
connect with is not something but somebody.
That’s what scares me. Somebody. Except for Russ, I never
truly connected with anybody all my life. And I’m fifty-eight
years old now, so that’s a lot of time spent mostly dangling by
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myself. For almost forty of them it didn’t matter, just because
Russ and I were together, and I sure didn’t need anything
beyond him.
But now he’s dead, you know, he’s dead; so I have to admit
it is very different now, much as it scares me to say that.
So, back to where I started telling you all this, what I found
myself doing without knowing why, was paging through a
catalogue from Tri-State Community College, even making
notes and marking some of the courses. One I had marked was,
“Tennis for Fun,” which was what made me think I was maybe
crazy, since I have never been athletic and sure couldn’t
imagine having fun humiliating myself on a tennis court. Even
the idea of wearing one of those outfits—never! I couldn’t even
picture it, thank heaven.
Before I knew it I was somehow on the phone with this very
friendly operator person from Tri-State, wondering what I was
doing. I did have the catalogue there, though, and had to say
something, so I did: “I was just wondering if there were any
remaining openings in A334-Z?”
“Let me look,” she said.
Before I could say, “Don’t bother—I’ve changed my mind,”
there she was back on the line.
“Indeed, we do. Just one empty slot—waiting for you—and
now there are none, which is perfect for this particular subject,
don’t you agree?”
What? Why would I have any opinion on whether full-up
was best for this class on Mark Twain?
One thing I did have wrong, though, was the class meeting
and time. My catalogue said the thing started in a week and met
Tuesdays. But my phone contact, the happy receptionist,
corrected all that, said it started tomorrow night at 7:30.
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Holy hell! I had so little time and wanted to be well prepared
and. . . . I told myself to slow down, that this was adult ed, easygoing, flabby; not some high-pressured Ph.D. seminar or
something. Still, I no sooner hung up than I hit our special
bookshelf —Russ and I had spent many evenings reading out
loud, taking turns, and Twain had been one of our favorites.
Still, we hadn’t been able to do that for several years because—
because we couldn’t.
Anyhow, I knew exactly where the Twain books were,
started right in on Huckleberry Finn, got to the finest part real
quick, the part where Huck hears about the lynching party being
formed and takes off to warn Jim, who’s been hiding out with
him on the island.
“Git up and hump yourself, Jim! There ain’t a minute to
lose. They’re after us!”
I thought about how we’d talked about that, me and Russ:
they’re after Jim, not Huck, but the boy joins with the innocent,
hunted slave—casting his heart with him and with all the
tortured and the hunted. I couldn’t help it but jumped ahead to
the next blow-the-top-of-your-head-off part. It somehow
seemed good to go ahead and read it out loud, just as if Russ
were back with me:
It was a close place. I took it up, and held it in my hand. I
was a trembling, because I'd got to decide, forever, betwixt
two things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of
holding my breath, and then says to myself:
“All right, then, I'll go to hell"— and tore it up.
I was crying when I finished. I’d tell you why but didn’t want to
find out myself.
I rushed through the last part of the book, which is, like
Hemingway said, “faking.”
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But it was still early, so I took down the Twain we loved
even more, Letters from the Earth. I was pretty sure it’d not be
in the class, what with the grip of orthodoxy having hardened
since Twain’s day. Still, I couldn’t resist.
I’d forgotten that Russ and I had marked some favorite
passages, but there they were:
Man has imagined a heaven, and has left entirely out of it
the supremest of all his delights, the one ecstasy that
stands first and foremost in the heart of every individual of
his race —and of ours—sexual intercourse! It is as if a lost
and perishing person in a roasting desert should be told by
a rescuer he might choose and have all longed-for things
but one, and he should elect to leave out water!
I was laughing so hard by the time I was done it was almost
as if we’d just read it for the first time. It also made me realize
that when Russ and I hooked up, I was just the sort of mindless
Christian Twain ridicules. Wasn’t like Russ set about deconverting me, more like being with him gradually made me
smarter—not much but maybe some.
***
I showed up early, of course, surprised to find out, within ten
minutes, that this class, chock-full, according to the sign-up
woman, had only a dozen members. Well, a dozen Twain lovers
would be fine; more might have created a mob scene. Wonder
what Twain would have thought about suburbanites gathering to
pour over his works. Actually, I think he’d have smiled. For all
his wonderful sarcasm, he was, down deep, a kind and tender
man.
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I noticed each seat had a computer before it, which made no
sense to me until I realized these were multi-purpose rooms. Of
course!
No time to wonder much, though. A guy slipped into the
booth-thing next to me, apologizing—I think that’s what it was.
I wondered what he might be apologizing for, then I noticed
something draped over my arm, a scarf or something like that.
Just as I was about to grab at it, though, it snaked away.
“I do apologize. My kids got this for me, sometimes spy on
me to see if I’m using it. Just a pain in the rear, turns out, but
they mean well. Ever notice how you use that phrase when
you’re trapped in someone else’s butting in? They mean well.
Sure! Maybe that doesn’t happen to you.”
I wasn’t sure what I’d done to bring all this on or what to
say, so I figured the quickest exit would be on the side of
agreement: “Yes, it does.”
“Oh, I am sorry. I’m not used to talking much to strangers—
people I haven’t met, you know, though not that they are
necessarily what you’d call ‘strangers.’ I guess I don’t know
what I’m saying—my usual state. My name’s Lawrence.”
“Pleased to meet you, Lawrence.”
“And you are? If you don’t mind me asking.”
“Laura.”
“Laura? Not really. Is it really?”
“You think I’m using an alias? Some criminal on the lam?”
He just smiled, didn’t say anything. That was good, as I
didn’t want him saying what bells my name was ringing for
him. I already knew.
“What made you . . . ?” he started, but then the instructor
arrived and started bustling about in some pay-attention-to-menow manner.
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“Welcome to 'On-Line Connecting for Introverts!’ If you’ll
all just fill out the little cards I’m passing out. . . .”
Much as I hate to make a scene, I had to stop this.
“Excuse me, sir—professor—but is this A334-Z?”
“Oh—I have no idea. It might be.”
“Is this the class on Mark Twain?”
“That’d be a fine one, but no, this is—on how to hook up on
the internet, especially for those who might be reluctant. . . .”
I didn’t hear the rest of what he said, but by then I was far
too embarrassed to interrupt any more. I just sat on my stool and
listened—even powered up and started checking out Facebook.
I found it a little baffling—all the clubs and interest groups and
ins and outs—but it wasn’t the bafflement that worried me. I
don’t know what it was.
“You need help with this thing?” This from Lawrence.
Amazingly, I wasn’t annoyed, not that I could tell. It wasn’t
that Lawrence had a winning manner. Near as I could tell, he
had no manner at all. That was puzzling but not frightening.
“I don’t know why I’m still here or why I’m fiddling with
this, to tell the truth. On-line connecting.”
“Yeah, I know,” he said. I think he did.
I sure didn’t want to connect with anyone or anything online or anywhere else. Imagine casting my bait out into a lake
full of fish and dragging some poor bastard in. It was wrong,
just as wrong as anything could be. And I had no bait.
Still, I kept doing as I was told, becoming more and more
interested, I guess you could say, but also more and more
gripped with something like panic. I don’t know if maybe I
wasn’t getting absorbed in Facebook just to ward off Lawrence.
I don’t think that was it.
When the break time came, I considered just sneaking out. I
don’t know why I didn’t. It was like something else had hold of

Common Knowledge 159
me, was keeping me there doing god knows what. I was actually
sweating—which I hate—though the room was coolish, I think.
Anyhow, during break, I was hoping I could find the
restroom to hide—I couldn’t—or some book to read. But these
were computer aces, not book-readers, so I was stuck just sitting
there.
It was no real surprise when Lawrence started talking. He
didn’t ootch his stool closer or anything, but he seemed more
present. I didn’t have much choice but to look at him. I wasn’t
too sorry I had, but I don’t know why. I sure wasn’t looking for
Russ. Anyhow, Lawrence didn’t seem to be anything like Russ.
Of course he began talking, kind of starting over, as if we hadn’t
begun the whole session by yammering, he and I—mostly he.
“I do beg your pardon, Laura, and you’ll tell me if I should
stick to my knitting, but I was so struck by what you said about
Twain. Do you like Twain? No need to answer if you’d rather
not. I hate intrusions myself.”
I think it was that “stick to my knitting” comment that did it.
You can imagine who used to say that. Anyhow, we started
talking about Twain. Lawrence’s favorite did turn out to be
Letters from the Earth. I didn’t give him any prompts either—
he just out and said it.
“We used to read to one another, we did.”
It was Lawrence said this, but it might as well have been me,
as you know.
“You will laugh at this, Laura, but my own favorite single
passage is from Eve’s Diary, even if Letters from the Earth was
what we used to—you know.”
“It’s the very ending, I know. It was Russ’s, too, Adam
standing at Eve’s grave: ‘Wheresoever she was, there was
Eden’.”
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One of us was almost crying, was crying. I’m not sure
which.
The second half of the class went by more quickly, though I
stopped worrying much about the intricacies of Facebook and
more about other things, I wasn’t sure what they were.
By the time the session was over, I knew it was coming but I
didn’t know what I’d say. When Lawrence was through
apologizing and was asking me if maybe he and I could
connect—on-line, of course, only on-line—I didn’t know where
to find an answer. But it was there waiting for me and came
when I called, as I knew it would.

