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Abstract 

Inspired by the Indian philosopher and writer Jiddu Krishnamurti’s quote, “It is no measure of 

health to be well adjusted to a profoundly sick society,”
1
 my thesis – a chapbook containing 

poetry, short fiction, and creative nonfiction – focuses more on what it means to be well adjusted 

to our society, than it does accusing it of being ill. The text asks readers to question what notifies 

us of our entrance into adulthood, why we attempt to scrub ourselves of flaws trying to get there, 

and what might be the best way to view and use our time on Earth. This project intends to offer 

characters and poetic voices that are prevented from being well-adjusted to society, for one 

reason or another, to demonstrate what the quest for growth might really mean, and why 

expressing our imperfections might be a more suitable human pursuit for us to consider.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

Reflective of themes that run throughout the chapbook, I decided to base its title off of 

the Indian philosopher and writer Jiddu Krishnamurti’s quote previously stated in the abstract: 

“It is no measure of health to be well adjusted to a profoundly sick society.”
 
These themes, which 

are less about how sick our society is and more about being well adjusted to it, ask questions 

like, does contemporary adulthood mean getting a college degree and a job, or, in a broader 

sense, being well-adjusted to the society around you? The various characters and poetic voices 

found within the chapbook are reflective of this struggle to know just what makes one an adult, 

how to grow up in a proper way, and how to adjust to society. Thus, I named my thesis chapbook 

“Some Measure of Health,” for though it might be more difficult for the chapbook’s characters 

and poetic voices to achieve adulthood while being poorly adjusted to society, their elements that 

prevent them from being adjusted hopefully tell us something about the way we live and develop 

as human beings. 

 The chapbook is a mixture of poetry, creative nonfiction, and short fiction. In its entirety, 

there are three short prose pieces that are bookended with four different poems. Of course, 

included with the title is a photograph of a little boy with a black eye and a bandage on his head 

– this picture is of me when I was much younger, after I had had a bad fall. I paired it with the 

title because I felt it was profoundly fitting with what the topics of the chapbook are attempting 

to address. In other words, the boy in the picture is obviously hurt and struggling to maintain his 

health at his tender age; in a similar way, the characters and voices in the writing embody the 

perpetual and treacherous struggle to grow and mature while at the threshold of adulthood. 

The first poem, which opens the whole chapbook, we can refer to by its first line, “But as 

I was driving towards the setting sun.” As a poet, it is uncharacteristic of me to begin whole 
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poems with prepositions, as I did in this poem; however, it was quite appropriate for the 

chapbook. In beginning the piece this way, the speaker addresses the reader as if all the questions 

that brought the chapbook into existence are already asked and laid bare: What is it like to age? 

Is it good to be mature? What defines adulthood – a job, a family, distance from the people you 

love? How can I be both moral and well-adjusted to my society? Etc.  

 The speaker of this poem is fearful of the road ahead, i.e. the future. Already we find that 

the sun is setting, representative of a major period of life, like childhood/young adulthood, 

ending, and “a dark abyss” on the horizon. The world is seen from a wider, more educated 

perspective, “as a sheet with my chin resting at its border,” and this speaker seems to wonder 

what might be on the other side, over the border of the world and inside the dark abyss. The 

speaker briefly sees the distance, or the future, as a storm, ready to consume her or him. The 

challenges which face the speaker are petrifying, and perhaps make the speaker question if she or 

he should continue the journey. However, there seems to be an epiphany of sorts, and the voice 

of the poem suddenly begins to see the beauty in the challenges ahead, “I became glad / there 

was such a thing as the distance,” and decides to face them head on, though they may be 

daunting. In a sense, everything that follows this poem is like a response to the challenging 

journey ahead, which makes this poem the perfect one to begin with. It also helps that one of the 

“Joes” from the subsequent creative nonfiction piece is mentioned at the end. 

 “Five of Us Joes,” in being a creative nonfiction piece, is slightly less open to 

interpretation than the rest of the material and will be discussed with this fact in mind. In general, 

this piece attempted to be a love song for my best friends and, at the same time, a dramatic 

lament for the death of childhood. I refer to myself and my friends all by the name of “Joe” for 

multiple reasons. Firstly, it was a nice way to keep the identity of my friends out of it so they 
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would be comfortable with the topics that I discuss; it was also a nod to Henry Miller’s novel 

Tropic of Cancer, which I note in the beginning of the piece. (Whether or not the novel is seen as 

controversial, I find it to be an extremely important piece of literature and artwork, both for the 

field in general, and to me, personally. Without reading Miller’s novel, I am uncertain whether or 

not I would still have become an English literature major.) Lastly, and most importantly, 

addressing myself and my friends under the same name gave the reader a better sense of the 

group’s unity. Often times in the piece, it can become unclear which of the “Joes” is doing what 

– this lack of clarity is intentional, so the reader can see my friends and I as separate pieces of a 

whole. 

 The writing begins by filling the reader in on our current developments – two of us have 

already graduated and three of us will soon graduate. After his graduation, one of the Joes moved 

away, got a job, and seemingly entered into adulthood; as a consequence, this Joe feels farther 

away than ever before. The unity of our friend group is then compared to a single body, and 

because one of us has added distance between himself and the rest of us, he is compared to an 

arm that has had its circulation cut off.  

 After the setting is established, the reader is launched into a series of vignettes that reflect 

the growth and development of the friend group over time. We begin the vignettes with the 

oldest one, when the Joes are youngest. An atmosphere of carefree and reckless indulgence is 

related throughout the entire scene, as a series of questionable decisions are made to spray-paint 

graffiti, drink underage, and drive afterward. Set on a Halloween night, with a character that 

resembles Santa Clause, this vignette was also intended to be reflective of the perpetual holiday 

that youth is sometimes remembered as, saying cheers “to Santa Clause, to our luck which never 

ended, and to having been young for as long as we could remember.” 
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 The story then transitions to a scene, again from high school, at the Joes’ lunch table. 

This is one of the more philosophically existential moments of the piece, and of the chapbook as 

a whole. Growing up in a small, rural part of Indiana, our community was predominantly white 

Christian conservatives. As a result, many of our classmates in high school were cut from the 

same cloth and were of the opinion that God created the universe and it was He that mapped our 

destiny. This determinist, Christ-centered ideology pervaded much of our small-town reality. So, 

when we as a group began to have questions about reality, morality, and existence that stood in 

contrast with commonly accepted Christian views, we often debated representatives of the 

religious community, like the “Christian boy” in that scene. 

 The next vignette, which depicts our trip to North Manitou Island in Lake Michigan, is 

the most idyllic. In the arc of our story, this moment was intended to be the height of our 

youthfulness. It is this scene that relates the silly, yet beautiful theory of reincarnation (which is 

comically contrasted with the previous scene, in which Christianity is so blatantly challenged), 

depicts intoxication and boyishness at their most innocent, and references another work of art – 

the song “A Day in the Life” by the Beatles – that becomes metaphorically significant to the 

entire piece of writing. 

 “A Day in the Life” derives significance from a few places. Firstly, it is an example of a 

song that Paul McCartney and John Lennon wrote together, and in this way, it is like the 

nonfiction piece I wrote about my friends, because, though I put it down on paper, we all wrote 

the experiences together. Secondly, like the song tells its listeners by the title, it resembles a 

common day in the life of a human being: John Lennon reads the headlines of different 

newspapers, Paul McCartney runs late for school, etc. Similarly, “Five of Us Joes” depicts 

scenes out of our lives which, in the midst of our whole relationship, are not exceptional – scenes 
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just like these have repeatedly occurred throughout our lives together. In a broader, more final 

sense, however, it is commonly known what the fate of The Beatles was: in the end, they went 

their separate ways. This was obviously reflective of my, the narrator’s, anxieties about the 

disbanding of our own group, which are prevalent from the beginning. 

 From this point, the narrative takes a sharp turn downward: “Almost exactly two years 

later, the five of us Joes found ourselves at Joe’s uncle’s house near Indianapolis, with the end on 

the horizon.” This line eerily harks back to the poem at the beginning of the chapbook, when the 

speaker can see an abyss teeming with the world’s ready snares on the horizon. This line means 

that not only can I see an end to the story the reader is experiencing, but I can see a more 

profound and tragic end to the Joes’ time together. Our final moment in the sun, as it were, is 

depicted just before the overdose of one of the Joes on a summer’s day; and as the sun is setting 

on that day, there is perhaps a heavy feeling for all of us that our carefree childhood has ended. 

The writing ends on an ambiguously downbeat note by predicting our eventual separation and 

fall into oblivion, but, like the poem at the beginning, attempts to see this inevitable facet of life 

as an opportunity to rediscover each other rather than merely become strangers. 

 As the creative nonfiction writing ends on a rather anxious note, the following interstitial 

poem continues on with this theme of anxiety. With the reality of young people becoming 

continually more imbued with social media, the speaker of this poem attempts to touch on the 

consequences of the worldview social media inspires and facilitates. In saying, “I wanted all the 

corners to be so square” the speaker both alludes to the actual square shape of the massive 

amounts of pictures and videos posted online every day, as well as the unattainable perfection 

that is commonly demonstrated or strived for in social media reality. This reveals another 

important theme throughout the chapbook – realizing the importance and beauty of imperfection. 
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The speaker of the poem preaches in a sarcastic tone, attempting to criticize the superficial 

platitudes, devoid of substance, that our daily lives have become fraught with, saying “There we 

will hang artificial / vines and framed quotes that are simple enough, / mantras to alleviate our 

conditions.” 

 This feeds into the longest yet most simplistic piece of the chapbook – “Sabotage: 

Fraternity,” a fictional short story about a heterosexual boy who finds himself trapped in an 

environment where toxic masculinity is not only championed, but ubiquitous. The chief conflict 

within the protagonist Connie Harper’s psychology is, how does he find a way to be healthily 

masculine in a college milieu that rewards poor masculine expression? 

 The character arc of Connie Harper is driven by his deepest and most nightmarish 

insecurities and anxieties becoming a reality: he is denied inclusion by the fraternities that seem 

to be the primary infrastructure of the collegiate social framework and then, hearing that his 

girlfriend is unfaithful to him with the president of a fraternity, feels cheated and even 

emasculated by the same institutions that rejected him. Connie’s attempts at resolving his 

insecurities and fears are equally as childish and toxic as the masculinity he despises – he creates 

a group of his own, similar to a fraternity, made up of two other rejects like himself, dedicated to 

pestering the frats. 

 Once his girlfriend breaks up with him because of her apparent infidelity, Connie resorts 

to retaliation and sabotage in a hypocritical, toxically masculine way, with violence. He creates 

an elaborate plan to get into a frat party and close to the person that he believes wronged him by 

impersonating a woman, but in the process, realizes his errors.  

Interestingly enough, Connie’s masculine development is facilitated and cultivated by the 

women in the story; not the men, or even himself. It is Nicole that helps Connie and his friends 
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make their plan a reality, and when they offer her membership into their club, she denies it, 

highlighting the frivolousness of its existence. It takes Connie attempting to look through the 

eyes of a woman at the frat party to recognize the venomous nature of the masculine expression 

at work. Most importantly, it is his girlfriend Taylor who lied to him and successfully pitted 

Connie and his foe against each other, indirectly encouraging his realization of healthy masculine 

expression and the absurdity of violent revenge: “He had to face that his girlfriend had lied about 

her night with Britton, because through the lie she could be freed from her existence caught 

between two poles of hatred and confusion.” 

With the next interstitial poem, we move toward the topic of anxiety as it relates to 

financial strife. The speaker begins by telling the reader, “Doc told me I can’t give plasma / 

because my bloodcells have corrupted it.” Many people face obvious hardships when trying to 

earn money to live while attending universities that charge them too much. While I have been in 

school, I have waited tables and given plasma to earn money; both are common, menial jobs that 

I found to be challenging, each in their own way. This challenge to earn money again relates to 

the common struggles of growing up and pursuit of adjustment to society; this could even serve 

as an answer the chapbook offers to the question – what notifies a person of their entrance into 

adulthood? 

One of the more significant lines in the poem is, “I’m learning to be just as happy,” 

which is reflective of another major theme throughout the chapbook – the ability to look at 

reality truthfully, with all of its tragedy and beauty, and still retain the ability to derive happiness 

from it. This line, however much it might sound like the speaker is merely settling for a 

happiness less weighty and meaningful, is intended to mean that the pursuit of happiness which 

is uncensored to ugliness is more genuine.  



 8 

Of course, there is also the allusion to the second poem, “where’s a plug that’ll sell me 

Vyvanse on the low / because god knows without it I’ll be pale with the LED glow,” that I 

believe is worth noting. Not only is this a reference to an earlier poem in the chapbook, but it is a 

comment on the use of unprescribed drugs by college students to complete assignments for class, 

which has become a seemingly common practice. Functioning as another critique of social media 

culture, this line attempts to instigate the recognition that, if students require prescription 

medication to lengthen their attention spans and avoid looking at their phones, there exists a 

problem that must be addressed eventually. 

After this poem comes the last of the prose pieces – the short fictional piece “A Student 

in Winter.” Out of the three prose writings, this one was the most renovated within my mind. 

Initially, the idea for this piece was to write about a female character who was fraught with 

anxieties about her traditional and rather privileged upbringing, and voluntarily drops out of 

school to satisfy these anxieties. This, I realized, would be to suppress the natural voice of the 

character and unjustly infiltrate her with my own. Instead, I decided to write about a character 

who witnesses a traumatic event that forces her to come into direct contact with social injustices 

that work to her advantage, and because of her privileged upbringing, is either unaware or in 

denial of the effect that the traumatic event has had on her. 

The protagonist, Maddie, begins by telling the reader of her strange, idiosyncratic 

obsession with checking and monitoring thermostats. She then discloses to us that she’s recently 

witnessed a homeless man commit suicide but blames the victim himself for making the life 

choices that resulted in his depraved condition. These ideas, however, we can eventually infer 

are not her own: “My parents told me that if anyone is to blame…” It becomes clear that Maddie 

has been indoctrinated by her wealthy parents when her parents catch her demonstrating odd 
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behavior and choose, for the most part, to ignore it. Rather, her mother resolves to preach to 

Maddie about the luxurious, carefree life that awaits her in the future in an attempt to dispel the 

anxieties that she feels. 

The rest of the story’s plotline follows an unlikely path and is intended to seem so. 

Instead of writing to depict reality, my goal, after Maddie returns to her apartment, was to make 

the reader question if what she relates is based in reality at all. The text itself is designed to act 

ambiguously, possibly telling the story of a dream, an anxiety attack, or a real journey, from 

under a bridge, to a homeless shelter, to a Catholic church.  

One significant facet of this part in the story is Maddie’s name change to Cris. This was, 

firstly, a nod to the Indian philosopher and writer Krishnamurti, mentioned at the beginning of 

this document. Her name change was, secondly, supposed to be ironically indicative of “Christ,” 

the character being an example of the harmful psychological effects that religious indoctrination 

can have on a person.  

Maddie’s (Cris’) mother introduces, for the second time in the chapbook, the notion that 

our fate is determined by God. While writing, I imagined that Maddie had been fed these cliché 

religious statements all her life and found comfort in them, that is, until she saw evidence 

refuting them. In this case, the concept that humankind is born with sin and is continually guilty 

of sin works against Cris as well, when she becomes a witness of inequality and injustice, and 

the metastasis of her already inherent guilt is encouraged. Furthermore, Cris observes multiple 

times that the plan God has supposedly always had for her isn’t quite credible. For instance, 

when she is admitted into the homeless shelter, the director, Fred, tells her that God is happy she 

is there. If God were, in fact, happy that she was there, that would directly contradict the wealthy 

and privileged lifestyle her mother described He had planned out for her.  
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Finally, the character named Boston is also worth mentioning. Maddie meets Boston as 

he is reading Down and Out in Paris and London by George Orwell, the significance of which 

Maddie actually comments on for us from a retrospective place in time. Orwell’s book was a 

large inspiration for “A Student in Winter” in general but had the most influence on the 

development of Boston. This character was loosely based off of Orwell’s character “Bozo,” 

neither of which are afraid to do and think what they like, even if their thinking or course of 

action is considered unorthodox. Boston is unashamedly critical of the twelve step Christian 

program that his alcoholism has been treated with, and wears his mistakes and flaws proudly and 

pridefully, blatantly reflecting the chapbook’s major theme of finding beauty in imperfection. He 

is also the only other character that peers inside of Cris’ notepad and discovers something within 

that not even we get to know. In many ways, Boston is intended to be a symbol of reality in the 

midst of a questionable fabrication. 

After this comes the poem that concludes the chapbook which is intended to remind 

readers of the myth of transcendence. Achieving a sort of enlightenment and seeing the world 

through lucid eyes, or, in other words, transcending reality, can be equated in this case to 

becoming completely adjusted to society. The speaker of the poem longs to attain a higher 

understanding of the human condition, saying “While I sat awake in my chair I dreamt of / 

Levitating from this ground that we walk,” and continues by naming overused commodities of 

the mind, like potions, cars, and gods, that are often believed to facilitate this type of attainment. 

However, our speaker claims to have metamorphosed into this much-coveted well-adjusted 

citizen of society and warns us of its reality from above: “I worked my way off the floor and into 

the sky, / Just to get tangled in the powerlines above.” 
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It is debatable whether or not the speaker of the final poem actually became fully 

adjusted to society or merely failed in the process of ascension. I like to believe, though, that in 

the midst of her or his turbulent state of conformity, she or he awoke from the hypnosis in an 

epiphanic state, and saw the beauty and the horror and the connectiveness that is attained by 

being a defected, poorly-adjusted part of humankind, and felt like when she or he was able to 

descend, some measure of health would, at last, be achieved. 
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But as I was driving towards the setting sun,  

A red hemisphere with an eyelid of dark clouds, 

Its cyclopean gaze falling towards me in beams of fire 

From the quiet center of darkness made of many centers, 

I imagined the earth as a sheet with my chin resting at its border 

And I watched this sun of ours quietly happen amidst a dark abyss, 

Painting us every second so we might not run dry. 

I reverently laid there with my head resting on the world’s side, 

watching a cascade of light fall and then rise again at its source. 

This red semicircle closed its eyelid of clouds  

and knocked a rift of bloody light into the sky before it burned out, 

and I saw the distance as a painted wall for a moment, just a moment, 

a vertical storm spinning to the south with the last daylight colors  

of blue pastel and crimson, just sitting there. And I became glad 

there was such a thing as the distance. 

Joe was asleep beside me, snoring as the radio played,  

And we drove into it. 
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Five of Us Joes 

The Chinese zodiac says that out of my group of cronies, four of us were born during the 

year of the tiger and one during the year of the rabbit; however, all of us inherited an ability, 

much like a wolf, to remain entirely independent in character yet reliant on each other to survive. 

I’m fairly sure we even called ourselves “The Wolf Pack” at some point too, which would’ve 

been a more fitting though very cheesy name for our group. Somehow, we decided on the still 

unimaginative brand “The Crew,” and we’ve gone by that for years now, though every year we 

use it less and less. 

In Tropic of Cancer, Henry Miller said that he and his Parisian group of friends used to 

call each other by the name of Joe, no matter whom they were addressing. “Everybody is Joe 

because it’s easier that way. It’s also a pleasant reminder not to take yourself too seriously.”
2
 

This lazy tactic will have to do for me too. I’m not going to use any name except Joe because 

this isn’t about one person, it’s about all five of us Joes and why it makes me so happy when 

we’re together. It’s also a pleasant reminder not to take this too seriously. 

Joe graduated college a year ago this May with a degree in Human Recourses, and he did 

it with no ceremony, no grad party; not even a trip to the bars and a cheers! to adulthood, seeing 

as how most people consider its threshold to be a college degree and a job. This is because a 

disease swept across the world and lots of old and sick people died, but we’re young so we were 

safe. We’ll be young forever. 

Last summer he began constructing quite a nice life for himself in Indianapolis working 

in the HR department of a book distribution company. He lived in his uncle’s house for a few 

months when it was hot outside, west of downtown, and when his uncle would leave for the 

weekend with his family Joe would invite us over to introduce some chaos into the seemingly 

quiet residential neighborhood. Now he rents an apartment with his brother, his brother’s 

girlfriend, and his brother’s girlfriend’s cats. 

Joe also has a degree now, a B.S. in psychology, which he got in December; I don’t think 

he plans to do anything conventional with it. I might’ve graduated last spring with Joe, or this 

winter with Joe, but I wasted a year and a half studying to be a doctor when all I ever wanted to 

do was write. The other two Joes and I are left grinding it out until May. Most of our senior year 

has been spent online. Who knows if we’ll get a ceremony, a grad party, or a cheers! either. 
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When Joe graduated last spring, it reminded me of when you lay on your arm wrong in 

bed and it goes numb. You wake up and you’re amazed that your muscles and bones could be so 

useless when their supply of oxygen is simply cut off, and you sit up in bed and your arm hangs 

there, connected but indifferent to being severed from the rest of the body. In the same way, 

through no fault of his own, Joe’s connection with the rest of us has suffered the same yet less 

temporary disconnect. He lives farther from us than he ever has. It isn’t necessarily that we’ve 

lost touch with him, we still see him sometimes, but the tether keeping us bound is certainly 

wearing thin. I hear his voice still though it has become muffled. I smiled when he graduated, I 

will smile when he takes a job in Albany or Nashville or Cleveland, I will smile with a tear on 

my cheek. 

A limp arm, like when Joe was so blotto that he couldn’t lift his head. On a Halloween 

night during high school, when Joe, Joe, and I attempted graffiti on an abandoned trailer in the 

middle of the woods – a useless idea because it was raining, and it would’ve never been seen 

anyway. Where did we end up afterwards but Economy, Indiana; an even smaller town than ours. 

This place is more like a village than a town, but it does have a post-office, and I think that 

merits the title. 

Any alcohol we’d drank up until that point had been stolen from above the refrigerator of 

my place or under the sink of Joe’s, so when we walked into Sharon’s house and she lifted the 

tablecloth, as if to dramatically display a diamond the size of an apple, which was hiding gallons, 

literally gallons of different, unopened bottles of alcohol, we were stunned. White and spiced 

rum, cinnamon whiskey, grape and cherry vodka, Jägermeister, etc. etc. We didn’t know Sharon 

well, but we did know that she was an older, very beautiful girl that went to the same school we 

did and that her mom and mom’s boyfriend were out. The three of us, Sharon, and Sharon’s 

friend, also named Sharon, also older, though ruder, sat down and began to drink. It might sound 

unbelievable, but we drank by candlelight, every bottle of alcohol on display and being used.  

Disaster: after only a drink or two, Sharon’s mom and her boyfriend walked in from a 

neighbor’s Halloween party they’d been at. They looked at our setup in amazement, though I 

could see on Sharon’s mom’s face it wasn’t altogether surprising – she’d caught her doing this 

before. Her mom’s boyfriend was a short, plump, jolly guy, the Santa Clause of rural Indiana. 

His cheeks were red from swigs of beer, and he winked at us from behind Sharon’s mom.  
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Sharon was reprimanded by her mother, who said she was taking all of the alcohol and 

asked who are these boys? as she was loading all of our dreams into a cardboard box. “That’s 

Joe, Joe, and Joe,” said Sharon. “They’re sophomores. They go to H---------, too.” Her mother 

quickly scanned us, then said she was sorry for seeming so unkind, but she couldn’t let us drink 

knowing we were so young.  

Before returning to their party, Sharon’s mother set the box of clanking bottles on a table 

by the door and went to the bathroom. We all sat at the table quietly, disappointed. Santa Clause 

sat on a love seat in the living room, red-faced, a giddy, mischievous little grin on his mug. He 

looked right at me and winked again, as if he were about to sneak me some candy I shouldn’t 

have. Then I saw him covertly reach over to the box by the door and pull out the bottle of 

cinnamon whiskey, taking care not to clank it on any of the other bottles. He slid it under the 

love seat upon which he sat, crossed his stubby legs, and looked around leisurely as if nothing 

had ever happened. I was the only one that’d seen his act of good-Samaritanism; he had made 

sure of it.  

Moments later, Sharon’s mom walked out of the bathroom. She said c’mon Ted (which 

was, I learned, Santa Clause’s name), picked up the box of alcohol, and looked at us. “Be safe, 

kids,” she said, and left.  

As soon as their car was out of the gravel driveway, I jumped out of my chair and dove 

onto the carpet by the love seat. I frantically searched for the bottle of whiskey under the 

furniture while everyone at the table was looking at me as if I’d gone mad.   

“What are you doing?” said Sharon. 

“Look,” I said excitedly, “your mom’s boyfriend left us this!” And I triumphantly pulled 

out the glass bottle full of amber liquid. Sharon ran over to me and hugged me, as if I were the 

one that hid the bottle for us and screamed that she adored Ted and she hoped her mom married 

him someday. 

 We each poured out a drink for ourselves, raised our glasses, and cheers!-ed to Santa 

Clause, to our luck which never ended, and to having been young for as long as we could 

remember. After this gulp and another one, Sharon, of course, pulled me into her room and 

kissed me. Her lips felt like warm, plump caterpillars that had been eating all spring and wanted 

one more dance before they went to nap in their chrysalises. And they danced. And as we kissed, 

I hoped she thought my lips felt the same. 
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 Act three of this Halloween night is more like a movie. 

 

While Joe and Sharon’s caterpillars waltz across their facial dance floors, Joe and Joe and 

Sharon continue to drink whiskey. After two more drinks, Joe’s mom calls him and tells him its 

late and he must return home. He has to be up early to feed the horses. 

 

Cut to close up of Joe. He turns to look at Joe and Sharon.  

Cut to medium three shot of them all, Joe and Sharon sitting down at the table, Joe standing and 

beginning to pace. Fortunately, he drove separately from Joe and Joe, but he’s already too 

drunk to drive home. 

 

Joe: Shit, guys. What do I do? It’s Halloween, there’s cops everywhere tonight. I’m going to get 

fucking pulled over and my mom will have to come pick me up at the jail and if that happens 

there is no fucking chance, no fucking chance she’ll let me see you guys again. 

 

Joe: Okay okay okay. Come out here and let’s juss think for a second. Okay okay. 

 

Cut to Joe and Joe walking outside together and starting to urinate in the backyard. 

 

Joe: Less cross streams f’r good luck. 

 

Shot from the back of the two boys intertwining their separate jets of urine. 

 

Joe: Okay, th’only way your mom isn’t going to kick your ass ‘s if you get it home tonight, dude. 

So, this is what you’re gonna do. Go in there and chug… three glasses uh water. Then throw in a 

stick of gum. Then drive your ass home. Stop at ev’ry stopsign n’ stay between the lines and 

you’ll make it, dude. I know you will. 

 

Joe and Joe go back inside. The camera follows Joe as he goes to the sink and starts drinking 

water from the faucet in large gulps.  

Cut to close up of Sharon shaking her head disapprovingly.  
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Cut to bird’s-eye-view of Joe and Sharon in Sharon’s bed as they share a few words in between 

kisses.  

Cut to Joe filling a whole whiskey glass almost full of alcohol and pouring it into his face as Joe 

continues to lap water out of the faucet in the background.  

 

And being old enough to see that these images have gathered distance from us. 

 

Joe stops drinking water, unwraps a piece of spearmint gum and starts chewing it. Tracking shot 

of him walking from the sink past Joe and Sharon at the table, still drinking, to Sharon’s room 

where she and Joe are lying. He interrupts a kiss. 

 

Joe: See you man, I have to head out. 

 

Close up of Joe as he sits up on his elbows. 

 

Joe: What? Why? 

 

Joe: My mom. She said I have to get to bed so I’ll be up in the morning to feed the horses. Which 

is dogshit because I already know I won’t be. 

 

Joe: Alright man... well… please be careful. Will you text when you’re home? 

 

Joe: For sure. 

 

Joe and Joe slap hands. Close up of Joe as he winks at Joe. The camera follows Joe as he walks 

out of Sharon’s room, toward the door. The camera halts as Joe opens then closes the door. 

Zoom in on the golden knob. 

 

 Yet they always somehow make it home. 
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The Joe and Sharon seated at the table are still drinking. Joe continues to drink as Sharon 

begins to feel annoyed that her friend has abandoned her with some strange, drunk kid. Joe takes 

another shot. 

 

Joe: There’s gotta be something else in this whiskey dude. Seriously, I can feel it in my jaw. 

 

Sharon: No, you’ve just drank an ungodly amount of alcohol. 

 

Joe takes another shot, this time straight from the bottle. 

 

Joe: I feel like a fuzzball.  

 

Sharon: What? 

 

Sharon walks slowly to the loveseat passed Sharon’s open bedroom door, hoping to send her a 

signal, but Sharon is occupied. Sharon lies down on the loveseat and rests her eyes. 

Cut to a slow-motion shot inside the whiskey bottle as the last drops are funneled down Joe’s 

throat. 

Cut to Joe stumbling towards the kitchen, throwing the empty bottle, and smashing it on a 

cabinet beside the microwave.  

Close up of loveseat Sharon’s eyes opening as she hears the bottle break, ponders, decides not to 

ask questions, and shuts them again. 

Pan over to Joe as he lies down on the cold hardwood floor and starts shouting. 

 

Joe: Joe! Jooooeeeeee! We need to leave Joe! Where did Joe go? Joe! 

 

Cut to Joe apologizing to Sharon, saying he wish I didn’t have to, but he must go. He will text 

her. Close up of Joe’s face. Close up of Sharon’s face.  

Cut to Joe now lying on the rug by the door. 

 

Joe: Joooeeeee! IneedacoldragJooooe! He makes other nonsensical noises. 
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Cut to Joe walking over to Joe. Joe laughs and helps him up and realizes how drunk he is – he’s 

almost completely unable to stand. Joe picks Joe up and they struggle to get out the door. They 

make it to an anteroom where there is a small chair and a pile of mail on the floor. Joe loses his 

grip on Joe and he falls to the floor. 

Birds-eye-view angle of Joe on the floor. He turns his head to the side and a flood of vomit pours 

from his mouth onto the pile of mail. It looks like a Jackson Pollock painting, Joe thinks, but 

certainly does not smell like one. Joe rolls his head around in his own puke. 

Cut to Joe, now dumbfounded. He attempts to pick Joe up and receives no help from him. 

Whatever awareness and life he had within him was contained and expelled with the vomitus. 

Joe practically carries Joe out of the anteroom, leaving the envelope and throw-up conglomerate 

on the carpet, and they inch their way toward Joe’s car. 

Cut to Joe. He opens the door with one hand and plops Joe down in the passenger seat with the 

other. Joe throws up again, this time on the inside of the passenger seat door. 

A long take looking in from the windshield. Joe runs around to the driver’s seat and throws his 

inconveniently manual car into reverse. Joe in the passenger seat to the left shakes his wet hair 

like a dog and splatters everything inside the car, including Joe.  

Joe’s phone vibrates: a message from Joe: “Somehow I made it home.” 

Joe backs out of the driveway and onto the state highway. Before he can get out of first Joe 

attempts to open his door to throw up again. Joe lets go of the wheel, shifts into second with his 

right hand and pulls Joe back in the car by his shirt collar with his left. 

A mile down the road, Joe starts convulsing as if he will throw up again. Joe pulls to the side of 

the road and holds him again by his shirt collar as he leans out of the car and vomits. Joe groans 

and groans.  

Joe pulls onto the road again, first, second, third, and before fourth Joe pukes on the passenger 

side window. His head works like a paintbrush and smears it all over the glass in thick, elegant 

strokes. Joe’s car is now a steaming chamber of vomit and sweat. He takes the backroads and 

somehow they make it home.  

 

 Being sixteen, we had nowhere to go but my house. My dad merely glanced at me, 

looking like a dalmatian with spots of orange stomach remnants, and then at the vomit-drenched 

zombie beside me, and called Joe’s mom. I had to drive him home and deliver him to her, so I 
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changed his shirt and gave him water. He took a drink, held it in his mouth, and then let it all run 

out onto his lap. He was quite amazingly able to walk up to his house on his own, and his 

terrified and confused mother received him at the threshold. He told me she sat by his bed all 

night and prayed over him while he slept everything off. 

 It was a whole year before this that the Joes first set a little glass jar once used for 

blackberry jam in front of me. It was filled with whiskey and they told me I didn’t have to if I 

didn’t want to. I was eating hot fudge sundae pop-tarts, I really was. I shrugged and took the 

whole glass down in one drink, and in an instant, I got much older.  

 I drank everything under Joe’s sink that night, clogged his toilet with my own vomit, and 

the next morning was in the fetal position in the shower experiencing my first hangover. Having 

received no schooling about this experience, I genuinely believed I was dying. I hugged my 

knees as hot water rained down upon me, and like a good small-town Catholic boy, I prayed to 

God that if he helped me survive, I would never again take a drink of alcohol. Of course, I 

survived the hangover by puking my guts up as quietly as I could under the noise of the running 

water, taking some Advil, and throwing my wet, naked body into bed to sleep until my liver 

cleaned my poisoned blood. But instead of answering my prayer and delivering me from pain as 

I lied helpless in the bathtub, God simply instructed me to feel guilty and shameful for my 

indulgence. In the end, it was I who picked myself up and chose not to be helpless, and in the 

process, realized the only reason it was considered a sin to be drunk was because writhing 

through the pangs of the hangover will make you question the existence of God. 

 We Joes were an unlikely bunch because we were constantly voicing our concerns about 

religion at the high school lunch table despite our extremely rural upbringing. With soybeans 

growing in an adjacent field to the North and cattle grazing across the road to the West, we were 

miraculously coming to the conclusion over school milk and grilled cheeses that one could 

actually be a good person without reading the Bible:  

 

 “So, you think for people to act wholesomely and morally in life, they need to live in fear 

of going to hell?” Joe asked one of the other boys arguing for Christianity’s sake at our table. 
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 “It doesn’t hurt for the people of our society to think that they’ll suffer eternal 

consequences if they commit a crime like murder,” the Christian boy said. This boy – intelligent, 

athletic, and rural – was extremely influenced by the ascetic family whence he came. 

 

 “Yes,” Joe said, “but should that really be the reason why we don’t commit murder? 

Because we’re afraid of something equally bad or worse happening to ourselves? No – we 

shouldn’t murder people simply because… we only have the right to enforce our will upon our 

own life…and other human beings deserve to do what they choose with the life they were 

given.” 

 

 The Christian boy smiled. “Given?” he said. “So, you admit our lives were given to us by 

someone or something?” 

 

 “Not necessarily,” said Joe. “Our lives weren’t given to us by any sort of design, that’s 

for sure. Rather, we were granted the privilege to be conscious… to look through human eyes,” 

Joe widened his eyes and looked at everyone around the table, “by randomness. An unsatisfying, 

unsettling moment of randomness bestowed our awareness upon us.” 

 

 “And if this is true,” Joe chimed in, sipping from his milk carton, “that a moment of 

randomness begot us, then a moment of randomness could equally destroy us. If there is a God, it 

never put a safety net under us.” 

 

 “Exactly,” said Joe pointing at Joe. “That disgustingly overused maxim, ‘Everything 

happens for a reason,’ is so far from the truth that it could be considered fantasy. That ideology, 

at least in my experience, did so much harm to the way I previously understood our existence. 

Seriously, for a good part of my life, I wandered about believing that nothing bad could ever 

happen to me, to us, to the world even, because something was preventing evil from happening. 

But there is no protection from evil. When I was younger, and my parents would take me to the 

supermarket with them, the very real possibility that we could die in a gruesome car wreck on the 

way never occurred to me at all, because I believed that God wanted me to be alive and would let 

me be until I was old.” 
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 “And if you abide by His commandments, pray to Him, and even build a relationship 

with Him, what makes you think he won’t make sure you live until you’re old?” asked the 

Christian boy. 

 

 “It’s obvious,” said Joe. “Look at every Christian who’s died young. Better yet, look at 

every person who has simply believed in a God and died young. Think about our famous 

tragedies, our wars, our acts of terrorism – don’t you think more than a few of those people who 

died young did it believing in some sort of God? And also, wouldn’t an act of suicide 

immediately prove my point? Like if, say, a pious woman or man, who religiously attended 

church, said the rosary daily, and did all the things the Bible says to do, were to decide to shoot 

her or himself because of insurmountable sadness, doesn’t that prove our lives are in God’s 

hands least of all?” 

 

 “I suppose if someone were to strictly abide by Christianity’s rules and then someday 

wish to die by their own hand, God would still welcome them into his kingdom because He 

would want that person’s deepest wishes to be granted.” 

 

 “But doesn’t the Bible say it’s a sin to commit suicide?” asked someone. 

 

 “Okay, okay,” said the boy, ignoring the question, “let’s say there hypothetically isn’t a 

safety net, that we are more responsible for our lives than God is,” he said half rolling his eyes, 

“and that sometimes, the fate of our lives is even out of our control. My question is, what good 

would it do us to see our existence like that anyway? To live in constant fear of the possibility 

that something totally meaningless and unnecessary might kill us out of nowhere?” 

 

 The whole lunch table sat thinking for a moment. Spectators of the debate who were once 

disinterested now perked their ears up to see if any of us Joes would have an answer to the boy’s 

question. Finally, we spoke: 

 “I think the awareness is the good that it does. Seeing the world through lucid eyes is 

worth the fear and the anguish, if that’s the price of clarity. Wouldn’t you rather know about the 
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entirety of our condition, the beautiful with the frightening, than delude yourself and look 

through a clouded filter for a lesser degree of happiness and comfort? I think this trade is the 

most mortal of all sins really, the belief that our time on Earth, with each other, and what it 

consists of is decided by God, and that it has meaning because an eternal, more genuine life 

comes after. If anything is blasphemy, it’s this. Many things that happen to us are out of our 

control, and as we know, agency is sadly not consistent among everyone. But we are responsible 

for our own lives, we are responsible for taking care of each other… and in this way, we are 

alone. Our lives, in a religious sense, are meaningless and unnecessary, and can be ended by 

things and in ways that are also meaningless and unnecessary. But realizing life’s fragility, it’s 

delicacy, and at the same time… it’s ignorance of the idea of ripeness, allows us to be aware of 

its gift. Each moment of our conscious lives is a miracle that we must protect and nourish and 

seize, exactly because we are alone and given nothing more. The idea that we are not already in 

heaven, one that protects us neither from beauty nor evil, is absurd. We are in heaven and it is 

meaningful because we say it is.” 

 

The summer after our freshman year of college, four out of the five of us Joes took a 

hiking trip to North Manitou, an island in Lake Michigan that was once a baby bear according to 

the mythological children’s story my mother used to read to me. This four-day excursion of ours 

ended up being an experience far more religious than attending mass, kneeling behind creaky 

wooden pews, and eating stale wafers of Jesus Christ ever was.  

While we waited to board the Manitou Island Transit ferry that would shuttle us from 

Leland, a small, touristy fishing town, to our hiking destination, Joe found a quiet dock to 

meditate on while the rest of us played cards and ate subs named after the island from a nearby 

sandwich shoppe. We were going to be hiking on the island for three nights and carried all the 

supplies we would need for that time on our backs. We’d stocked noodles, tuna, hot dogs, beans, 

peanut butter, tortillas, mixed nuts, chocolate, clove cigars, chewing tobacco, weed, and a half 

gallon of whiskey which grew into a full gallon after we decided we didn’t have enough fifteen 

minutes before the ferry was scheduled to leave. Yes, by the time we returned, everything was 

gone. 

The first night, we pitched our tent on the beach and cracked it all open. We made a nice 

supper over a portable stove and cleaned all the dishes in the lake, and by the time the stars were 
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out we’d smoked a couple clove cigars each and taken swigs of whiskey with instant tea. We 

couldn’t see much – just the stars, their reflection in the waves, the dark outline of Michigan’s 

coast. I don’t even remember the moon showing itself, just stars. The sand became cool on our 

ankles. I don’t often go in for pot, but that night I did. When Joe fell asleep early, the three of us 

went to lay on the beach and listen to music. We played three songs – “Dreams Tonite” by 

Alvvays, “Yes I’m Changing” by Tame Impala, and “A Day in the Life” by The Beatles. John 

Lennon sung “I read the news today – oh, boy. Four-thousand holes in Blackburn, Lancashire” 

and he seemed to be talking about the canopy of four thousand shimmering holes in the sky that 

we were laying beneath, and for a moment all of space’s emptiness seemed to be a porous 

curtain, hiding a scintillating, brilliant reality that we only got small astral glimpses of. 

The morning sun woke us up by turning our tent into a microwave and I immediately felt 

stupid for not pitching it under some trees. My head felt like an inferno but was quickly 

mitigated by some breakfast and a swim in chilly, crystal clear water. (On this trip, I constantly 

swam – I was in the lake every chance I got.) Afterwards, we packed up our things and started 

the hike to our next campsite, which I believe was about four or five miles away. 

On the trail, among other boyish conversations, Joe shared with us his theory of 

reincarnation. “I know chances are it’s not true,” he said, “but I like think that you were many 

organisms before you were alive as a human; you know, a praying mantis, then a shrimp, a 

hummingbird, a sycamore, and so on. Then, when you get to be a human, if you live a good life, 

you know, moral and wholesome and kind, then you get to be reincarnated into one more thing 

when you die.” 

“And what’s that?” we asked. 

“A butterfly,” he said. “Your final incarnation in the series of life is a butterfly.” 

“Why is a butterfly last?” we asked. 

Joe replied, “I don’t know… have you ever seen a butterfly float through the air?” 

We walked for a moment in silence.  

“And what happens after you’re a butterfly,” we asked. 

“You’re nothing,” he said. “You enter the abyss. You’re stardust.” 

 

When the sun was high, after we’d been hiking for a while, we stopped to drink water 

and eat mixed nuts by an overlook above a steep, sandy embankment leading down to the water. 
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The embankment was made of such pure, golden sand, and it was so steep and tall, that it almost 

resembled a dune. We’d worked up a sweat, and the azure waves below looked so enticing that 

Joe decided to strip down to his underwear and barrel down the embankment into the water at 

top speed. Naturally, I followed his lead and threw myself down the cliff, warm sand being 

kicked up against the backs of my thighs, and into the water. We serenely floated there for a 

moment, looking up to see if the other two would follow us down. Joe ran down to join us and so 

we waited for Joe to come last. 

As if he were a comet, Joe began running down the embankment with his legs spinning 

like wheels and a tail of sand being thrown up behind him, and it didn’t take long for us to notice 

that his bobbing, dancing penis, flopping this way and that, was unfettered by his cotton  

underwear. His naked body crashed into the water and the rest of us were amazed at his audacity. 

Laughter thundered through our bones. Who’d ever heard of mid-day skinny-dipping? The rest 

of us ran back up the side of the island, said goodbye to our underwear, and let our bodies breath 

in the air, the sun, the water – perhaps for the first time since we were children. And were we 

still children? Are we children now? 

We ran up and back down the hill again and again, faster and faster. We let the sand and 

gravity move our limbs, picked up our feet as quickly as the sand swallowed them, felt the air 

rush around our neck and hips, and 

as my feet touch wet sand 

now my legs kick up water 

that sprays my chin 

and I’m caught 

in a  

bead 

of water 

on earth 

that cradles me 

in its 

gentle  

surges. 
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 Almost exactly two years later, the five of us Joes found ourselves at Joe’s uncle’s house 

near Indianapolis, with the end on the horizon. It was just before July fourth; the coronavirus was 

in full swing; George Floyd was dead. Three of us were on unemployment. This night was an 

appropriate escape from the burning world around us. We took shots of tequila with Mountain 

Dew, ate pizza, watched grown men beat the shit out of each other on the TV in Joe’s uncle’s 

garage-made-man-cave, annoyed his neighbor, shot-gunned beers, etc. Nobody was thinking too 

hard there. I drank too fast, and after eating the pizza was done boozing for the night.  

Joe brought a volume of John Lennon’s collected letters and I drowsily flipped through it 

on the couch as the night was winding down. It was sad reading some of his letters to colleagues 

and acquaintances about the band breaking up. I gather that the reasons for their disbanding were 

multiple and complex, but it’s still strange to think about such an artistic force – finally relenting 

to the forces of entropy that work on all of us without exception – breaking asunder, intrinsically 

detonating themselves, thinning out their connectivity.  

In the morning, we helped Joe clean the place up, then went for coffee and breakfast 

sandwiches at McDonalds. I had a cigarette with my coffee and felt like continuing our drinking 

bout at home. Joe had professional obligations the next day and was forced to stay in Indy, so the 

four of us left and decided we’d keep the party going when we got back, making the weekend an 

official bender.  

The weather was immaculate – we might have even driven home with the sunroof open. 

That part of the day seemed to last forever – the bright part when everything seems possible and 

the end isn’t even a thought. Once we arrived, Joe left to go do laundry at his apartment; he’d be 

back in a couple hours and told us we better be drunk by the time he got there.  

For a while it was just Joe, Joe, and I. It is we three Joes that have shared the yellow 

house on Jackson Street during our time in college, the house I was referring to when I said 

home. It’s the house where our first day of college happened, where this particular day happened, 

where these sentences are happening, and where our last day of college will happen.  

Joe and I ran to the liquor store and picked up a bottle of black spiced rum and Diet Coke. 

We got back to the house, took a shot by the piano, and then the three of us headed outside to 

play basketball. The sun was shining so brightly that we had to wear sunglasses to see the hoop, 

and Joe mentioned that he was thinking about taking a drug instead of drinking with us. When 

we came back inside, our good friend and roommate Alice had a pitcher of lemonade made for 
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us, and I gave each of us matching tattoos with permanent marker that said “Bender Bros” in a 

serpentine font. Joe and I took another shot by the piano and Joe began to measure out and load 

into pill capsules a drug that he thought was another drug. Joe and I took another shot by the 

piano and Joe ascended the stairs to his room where he would swallow one or two of the 

capsules.   

Joe and Alice disappeared to somewhere and Joe came down from his room and joined 

me in the living room. We listened to some songs and talked about one of his favorite musicians. 

A musician himself, Joe had turned our basement into a studio and had just released an album of 

his very own. I asked him how he felt, and he said kind of strange and went to sit on the couch. I 

played “A Day in the Life” through the speakers, thinking the song would augment our 

inebriation, and went to sit on the opposite couch. Alice and Joe returned and sat on either side of 

Joe.  

 

“Found my way upstairs and had a smoke. And somebody spoke and I went into a dream.” 

 

 I don’t know where Joe retreated to, but as McCartney sung the lyric, he left himself 

along with the rest of us. Alice and Joe tried tugging at his arms and giving him water, all to no 

response. His fingers and lips became cold, his knees rigid. What an absent gaze. I put my finger 

to his nostrils and found that he was breathing, I put my hand to his chest and felt his heart still 

beating.  

 Suddenly his brother walked in our door and was shaken at the sight of him. What did he 

take? This but perhaps it was too much; perhaps it was not that. This hospital was right across 

the street, and we thought about taking him there ourselves, but decided it was best to call an 

ambulance. We laid him on his side while we waited, and the sirens made it a reality.  

 The ambulance nearly pulled into our yard and as a team of people entered to tend to Joe, 

I went outside to give a man with a clipboard his information. Twenty years old. July nineteenth 

nineteen-ninety-nine. I looked to my left and they were carrying him out the door on a blue 

bedsheet. All of his muscles were flexing. He was moaning, his chin turned up toward the sky, 

trying his hardest not to be a butterfly yet.  



 29 

 When the ambulance drove away with him, we weren’t allowed to join. We were left 

alone in the yard. All of a sudden, I noticed that the sun was descending, and an orange light was 

cast on us and everything around. I turned to Joe and hugged him and wept on his shoulder. 

 Joe showed up after having done his laundry at home and gaped when I told him why Joe 

was at the hospital instead of with us. It was like we were all encased in a tomb of stone, 

simultaneously too frightened to sit still and too sad to stand. We tried going on a walk to the 

park and on the way I remembered I was half drunk. Joe left and Alice, Joe, and I tried some 

escapist methods by ordering a pizza and putting on an upbeat movie. When it was over, they 

both went upstairs to bed.  

As soon as I was out of range of other people, the floors started to feel like waves and the 

walls leaned at oblique angles. My room felt like a shoebox at the bottom of the ocean, where no 

light can ever reach and human eyeballs collapse under enormous pressure. I suddenly longed for 

a voice, a real voice, to lend my inner ear some reference of stability. Gathering my things, I 

decided to leave my home on Jackson Street and drive back to my parent’s house for the night. 

 On the way, I called Joe in Indy. It was late, but he still picked up. I told him about the 

meaningless and unnecessary something that had demonstrated life’s neglect of our ripeness for 

me earlier that day. We talked in serious tones about how shocked we were, said I love you, man, 

and hung up; but not before Joe said, “I probably won’t sleep tonight.” 

 Joe messaged us from the hospital two days later and asked if we’d like to meet up for a 

cigarette and cry about everything. We drove out to an abandoned bridge in the middle of the 

country and under the moonlight, Joe told us they’d ruled it an accidental PCP overdose. His 

throat was sore but his time at the hospital hadn’t been too lonely because the nurse was pretty. 

We all just sat together on that crumbling bridge with a stream running below us and two months 

of summer still ahead; and in that moment, I felt like everything might be okay. 

 Very soon, Joe, Joe, and I will be college graduates too. I’m coming back for graduate 

school in the fall, so I’ll be at the yellow house on Jackson for a couple more years. I’ve 

repeatedly been asking the Joes where they plan to go after the summer. Joe plans to buy a house 

of his own in Indy soon; Joe might move to Indy to look for jobs, too; Joe would like to go to 

Chicago or L.A.; Joe has been thinking about Ohio or Colorado. I listen to their plans and smile, 

as if a piece of me won’t be going with them when they leave. I know, it’s selfish to feign 

happiness for them, but as I witness each of us rushing to chase opportunity, I can’t help but feel 
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angry when I notice this opportunity has numbed us to our own dissection. I don’t know if I or 

any of the Joes will realize when we’ve come to our end; I imagine we’ll wake up one morning 

and realize we haven’t spoken in a long time. We’ll go, where there are jobs and careers to be 

had, work to be done, families to be raised, art to be made, money to be saved and then hoarded; 

we will go and go, until we’ve arrived at a place where we don’t know each other anymore. And 

there, perhaps we can discover each other again. However, I know that right now, it makes me so 

happy when we’re together; we are together, with only a couple grays on our heads, and another 

summer ahead.  

So, everything might be okay. 
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I wanted all the corners to be so square, 

silk and all sides congruent, 

every end tied up in a double-knotted bow, 

shining, fizzing and happy. 

Look at the thing I bought, the durable, 

branded things, the things that’ll make  

them look at me, all of them, most of them, 

as many of them as possible. 

And when I have them I stow them away, 

below ground in a cellar where they 

remain happy and entertained. Happy and 

shining and fizzing. I expect them, and  

they expect me, 

however, none of this for free, 

all of it’s insured, none of it is shared. 

These cellar people look at me and I will make them glow. 

Their faces lit like drunken LED’s,  

consuming the glow of all the smooth, simple surfaces, chic, barren walls 

with good, natural light. There we will hang artificial 

vines and framed quotes that are simple enough, 

mantras to alleviate our conditions. 

Let’s take these quotes in ornate frames and voluptuous fonts 

and peck them into our glowing perspectives. 

Let’s sit by the windows and never look out, let’s sing 

by the windows into our reflections and expect them to 

look at us. Let’s pray our potted plants  

endure the frosted windows they sit beside, for our sake. 

The vibe needs to be just right, here in this place. 

No dirt, just romance. Wiped down, shining and clean 

and fizzing and happy and urban. A good knowledge of 
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the country, better than most, in fact. So learned that 

the most well-read will have to reconfigure techniques 

they once employed 

and re-read things in our image, which is nothing but aglow. 
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Sabotage: Fraternity 

 

Last week, Connie Harper was told that his girlfriend screwed the president of Sigma 

Alpha Epsilon in his sacred presidential chambers. Now, although the president told Connie’s 

girlfriend the next day that she should probably never come back, she still told Connie about the 

incident. She said she felt awful, but a chasm had been torn between them that would forever 

remain and ended the relationship right there. So, Connie, heart fallen into the depths of the 

eternal chasm, decided the best way to avenge it would be to disguise himself as a girl, stealthily 

make his way into the next party thrown by SAE, seduce the president himself, and hit him in the 

mouth when his pants were around his ankles.  

 Connie’s motivation for composing such a diabolical counterattack went deeper than the 

night his girlfriend cheated on him. During his first semester at college he rushed a number of 

fraternities, showcasing his charisma (which manifested more awkwardly than intended) and 

intentionally stifling his intelligence (which is where his true charisma originated in the first 

place). All of the frats he rushed denied him a spot as a pledge, and from then on, he resolved 

that the only pledging he would do would be to the code of the Fraternity Insurgency he banded 

together in his general chemistry lab, a group of rejects from rush week committed to creating as 

much strife as possible for the frats. 

 A year and a half later, when Connie started dating the girl from his psychology class, 

Taylor, some conflict was introduced into their relationship when she confessed that she adored 

the frats. This conflict, though, remained quite playful for a while: Connie and the rest of the 

Insurgency would get drunk, find the frat that his girlfriend was partying at, and beam a dozen 

eggs at their house. Testosterone fueled madness would interrupt the carousing and Taylor would 

surmise it was Connie’s doing and find it quite comical, even a little sexy. Connie would always 

get away, leaving all of the brothers frustrated, scrubbing egg whites off the porch.  

 Taylor liked the frats too much to give them up completely and tried to persuade Connie 

to come with her many times. But, aside from the obvious fact that making one peaceful step 

towards a frat after taking a blood oath to the Insurgency was equivalent to high treason, Connie 

and his penis would always be denied entrance anyway, especially without any connections 
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inside, which he did not have. So they agreed it would make most sense for her to make an 

appearance at the frats without him when the night was young, approach drunkenness with free 

booze the brutes were giving away, dance around with her friends, and then return to Connie’s 

apartment and his serene romance for the second part of the night. Even Connie couldn’t deny 

that that was the practical thing to do, and something he would likely indulge in if he were her – 

again, had he not already taken an oath to the Insurgency.  

 One night, Taylor reportedly met the president of SAE, Britton – the captain of the 

majestic fraternal vessel that he promised to sail every weekend into the colorful waters of 

inebriation, carefully laying each and every one of his passengers into the lukewarm water and 

watching from the bulwarks as they were swallowed up in his wake. She took a liking to Britton, 

who won her over by offering her the rest of his two-thirds eaten jalapeño-cheddar Hot Pocket, 

which, after six shots of New Amsterdam strawberry, she couldn’t fathom turning down. She 

told Connie all of this and he reluctantly acquiesced to the friendship of his girlfriend and natural 

enemy. 

 After the night with the Hot Pocket, SAE was the only frat Taylor would go to. A new 

routine was quickly established: she would go exclusively to SAE, and upon returning to Connie, 

tell a different story about Britton’s heroics that night, which would take her until she was ready 

to go to sleep. During her recount, Connie would usually feign a smile, and a chuckle at the parts 

that would crack her up remembering, having enough forbearance to know it would be 

unreasonable to object to Britton and Taylor’s friendship if it made her happy; but no matter how 

hard he tried, he could never muster up an enthusiasm that extinguished his jealousy.  

Not long into this new weekend routine came a night when Taylor did not come back to 

Connie’s apartment. It was three in the morning, and not a call or text had Connie received. Her 

absence made him paranoid, and he paced and drank spiced rum and imagined Britton doing 

body shots off of her and decided that he should probably go interrupt that by lighting fireworks 

off near the house.  

The Insurgency kept a large stash of fireworks at Connie’s place (their headquarters) and 

used them every first Friday of the month – Firework Friday – on a different frat. Connie 

couldn’t understand why, even though they irregularly rotated their attacks between all the frats, 

the Neanderthals didn’t catch on to the monthly pattern of firework-related incidents. 

Unfortunately this particular night was a Saturday, and just last week Connie and the Insurgents 
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had perfectly executed September’s Firework Friday by lighting off a strip of atomic 

firecrackers, which they commonly used as a distraction, on Fiji’s doorstep, then running around 

to the side door and tossing in purple and orange smoke bombs; so Connie thought of this as an 

emergency solo mission. 

Out of a plastic bin under his bed he found a massive cylindrical fountain firework called 

Pele’s Lava. On the front of the firework was a picture of the island goddess directing the flow of 

the Earth’s glowing vitality, destroying and creating for reasons only she knew.  

He wanted something less physically destructive and more disruptive to the party. He 

hoped Taylor would perhaps see his great fountain of bright sparks as a beacon, and she would 

come to her senses and remember her loving boyfriend was waiting for her to come back to him. 

Connie also knew that she would likely know it was his doing, and if it were to damage anything 

of her favorite frat’s, she might be upset with him. 

Connie set off on foot with two backup strips of atomic firecrackers and Pele’s Lava in 

his backpack, the cylinder too large to completely fit and the end with the wick peeking out of 

the top. As he approached SAE’s house, the din of a healthy party came pulsing from its walls 

and into the night air with enough momentum to indicate that there was no visible end to the 

raging and dancing; the grinding and the licking; the biting, smoking, snorting, and grabbing; the 

gasping and drinking.  

Only one road leads up to the house, ending in a cul-de-sac beside it. Behind the house 

where there is a wide patio and basketball court, steep hills extend up towards a tree line. 

Because of the cover that this tree line provided, Sigma Alpha Epsilon had been one of the 

Insurgency’s favorite frats to annoy – after their plans had been carried out, all they needed to do 

was scramble uphill towards the oak trees, and from there could watch the frat bastards erupt and 

search for them in vain. Unfortunately since Connie’s girlfriend had taken a special liking to the 

place, the Insurgency had to avoid doing their more serious work to SAE, and agreed with her 

that if she stayed quiet about their existence, they would refrain from doing anything destructive 

to the house. 

Connie observed the party from the tree line above. There were tall glass windows that 

looked out onto the back patio and through them he could see the party within. Strobe lights and 

lasers poorly lit the inside. Luckily, bad lighting is the hallmark of every great party – if you 

can’t see or hear the person next to you, you know it’s the place to be. However, this patio would 
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afford him the perfect stage for Pele’s Lava, because through the glass windows the firework 

could successfully startle everyone inside and divert Taylor away from whatever was keeping 

her from coming back to Connie’s apartment. 

With both lighter and firework in hand, he was about to make his move toward the house 

when he saw three glowing orange specks near the patio. Everything outside of the glass 

windows was so dark that his eyes had to strain to see them; but attached to the orange specks 

Connie made out three silhouettes. The breeze said they were smoking Newport menthols. 

He had two options: either he could wait for the silhouettes to finish their cigs and hope 

they would go in after; or, he could create a distraction, diverting them from the patio long 

enough to give him time to ignite the fountain firework and bolt up the hill. The latter would be 

more of a risk, since a distraction would involve lighting off a strip of atomic firecrackers 

somewhere; but the former was much less attractive, because if Britton truly was slurping 

alcohol off of his girlfriend’s body somewhere inside, time was of the essence. 

Connie began looking frantically for places he could throw the firecrackers. It had to be 

somewhere within earshot of the silhouettes so they would be either be too interested or too 

frightened to stay smoking on the patio. He considered simply setting them off around the side of 

the house so the smokers might walk around the corner for a moment to see what the noise was, 

but that would mean Connie would have to sprint around the house the opposite way, which he 

knew was too conspicuous. Then he thought about just letting them go off at their feet, but aside 

from scaring the silhouettes off the patio, it would prematurely draw attention from everyone 

inside the glass windows. 

Just as he was starting to lose hope for his solo mission, Connie descried an open window 

on the first floor of the house just around the corner nearest the silhouettes, out of which some 

people were blowing the byproducts of a bong. This was the answer. The atomic firecrackers 

were loud enough that, if he threw them in the window, the silhouettes would hear the small 

blasts ring out from inside, and venture in to see what happened. This could also help to ensure 

Connie remained unseen when he ignited Pele’s Lava on the patio, for everyone inside the house 

would hopefully be looking toward the sound of the detonation.  

Leaving his backpack at the tree line, he grabbed Pele’s Lava in one hand and a strip of 

firecrackers in the other. He also had one lighter stuffed in his right pocket and a backup in his 
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left. He paused before making his way down to the window, considering if his sanity was in 

question, if his paranoia was valid.  

Physically Taylor was very beautiful. She had tawny hair that nearly reached her hips in 

waves over her shoulders and chest, and when she danced it flew everywhere like the boughs of 

an enraged willow tree. Her caramel eyes sometimes looked like they were melting into her soft 

cheeks when she smiled, which made everyone else cry when she was laughing. The most 

attractive thing about her, though, was her tendency to disregard the things that did not make her 

happy, and her comfortability in remaining aloof until she felt like she could blossom. She was 

intelligent, often insensitive, and always aware, even when she had been drinking.  

Taylor had made it clear to Connie that even though she loved him, he didn’t own her. 

Connie had no say whether or not she would hang out at the frats, but she promised at the outset 

that there would be no funny business when she did. Connie believed this promise of hers and 

took comfort in it. But, if he really thought Taylor would do nothing questionable, why had he 

become so paranoid, after many weekends of fidelity, because she hadn’t gotten in touch with 

him that night?  

President Britton standing tall and dignified before Taylor, making her eyes melt into her 

cheeks and never shedding a tear himself.  

The extreme callousness, the hunt for sex. The irrevocable decision of where real 

masculinity happened.  

These were his images and because of them Connie decided all his fears were possible. 

With that, he started down the hill to the window where he would pitch the strip of atomic 

firecrackers. 

 As he approached the open window from the side, he was engulfed in a cloud of cannabis 

perfume that forced him to painfully suppress an instinctual cough. He could hear the hazy, half-

hearted coughs of the veteran smokers who longed for the days when a bong rip would have 

them choking. He put Pele’s Lava at his feet and removed a lighter from his pocket. As he 

flicked the lighter quietly and the small flame touched the wick of the firecrackers, his heart 

hesitated, and he realized this solo mission of his would bring him no enjoyment whatsoever. 

With the patience and unthinking deftness of a grenadier, he waited one, two, three 

seconds for the wick to approach its destination and tossed the strip inside. He heard someone 

scream, “Those are firemotherfuckingcrackers!” and for a second wondered what kind of grass 



 38 

they’d been smoking, until the staccato blasts issued loudly from the window. From outside it 

sounded like someone was playing a videogame that imitated warfare with stereos turned up to 

full volume. He looked around the corner of the house and saw his firecracker distraction had 

worked perfectly – the silhouettes had dropped their cigs on the patio and made their way inside 

to investigate. As Connie turned back to grab Pele’s Lava on the ground, he heard jostling in the 

room where the strip of firecrackers had gone off and saw someone fall out of the window, legs 

in the air, onto their back.  

Connie felt panic break out at the crown of his head and cascade to his ankles, pooling in 

his chest on the way down. If that was an SAE brother outside with him now, not only did he 

have very little time to light Pele’s Lava, but his safety was in danger. Connie had never broken a 

bone, much less had a facial bone broken for him. Furthermore, he had never dealt with the 

pressure of unpredictability – usually the Insurgency’s plans were not this rash, and mistakes 

were prepared for. Spontaneity now showed its fangs.  

He turned the corner and, shaking, tried to light the massive fountain firework with a 

lighter that wasn’t in his hand. Connie realized his fright must have caused him to drop one of 

them back near the window. No matter – he reached for the backup in his left pocket and kissed 

the white plastic in relief. Looking around, he saw nobody yet; whoever fell must not have 

glimpsed him. 

Connie tried the lighter confidently, but all he saw were sparks, no flame. He tried it ten 

more times. No dice. It was out of juice. He despairingly looked around him for the other lighter, 

knowing he realistically had only seconds left to light Pele’s Lava. He could go back to the 

window and search, but that would be psychotic. Picking up the firework, he threw the dead 

lighter on the ground and began to move out, abandoning his mission and his hope.  

An image of returning home and drinking and chewing his fingernails until he had 

nothing to touch Taylor with anymore. 

Connie suddenly smelled cigarette smoke. 

He thought it was a fraternity brother sneaking up behind him to gift him a black eye, and 

then he saw his feet. On the ground in between them was the still-smoking dart of a silhouette, 

barely orange at the tip.  
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Connie quickly picked up the short cigarette and hit it to keep it alive. Its menthol flavor 

made him gag. He set Pele’s Lava down and, holding the cigarette in his mouth, touched the 

wick to its end, puffing the cigarette endlessly. The two ends met in sparks. 

 Connie let out a gasp of astonishment, then a stupidly triumphant, “Ah-ha!” as the sparks 

ate away at the long wick; and he was still kneeling by the firework, gathering himself before 

making a run for the tree line above, when he was blind-sided by someone who smelled as if 

they regularly bathed in sweaty bong water. His cheek smashed into the pavement of the patio 

and from the weight of the body that smothered him Connie could tell his assaulter was much 

larger than he. He felt helpless under the heavy mass, and his muscles became taut in anticipation 

of inevitable blows to the face and body. 

 But the punches never came. To Connie’s relief, it appeared the person on top of him was 

struggling as well. Whoever it was, he was too soused to gain control of his basic motor 

functions, and the heroic act of tackling Connie to the ground had sent his cerebellum reeling. 

His sense of balance gone; the assaulter flailed atop Connie as if he were riding a merry-go-

round on the high seas. The two grunted and wheezed, pulling at each other and writhing on the 

ground like wet pigs. There were no words – just the disgusting sound of flesh smacking 

disoriented flesh. 

 With much effort, Connie shoved the flailing, bong-water-smelling, supposed defensive 

lineman off of him. As he wiggled out from under the large mass, he noticed the guy really was 

trying hard to fight him, but just wasn’t anywhere close to landing the blows that he intended. He 

actually was wearing a jersey, number 98. 

 Just then, the wick of Pele’s Lava gave out, and bright red, orange, and yellow sparks 

excitedly shot out of the top of the cylinder like an unmitigated geyser. Connie began sprinting 

up the hill. Everything was doused in a saffron glow.  

 The hammered lineman got to his feet just to stumble and fall in the grass again, but not 

before taking a few deep breaths, then bellowing, “Dough eh-ver fuh-king come bah hyere, 

bitch!” 

 Connie made it to the tree line above, muddy now from the run, painted with a fraternity 

lummox’s sweat, riding adrenaline’s tremolo. He sat behind a large oak tree and watched as 

Pele’s Lava eroded the darkness, now spilling gold bits of light low and shooting pink to the sky. 

Number 98 was still spinning on the ground, his chest heaving, and it seemed everyone else was 



 40 

contentedly watching from inside the glass windows. Connie checked his phone for a text or call 

from Taylor; it was bone dry.  

 Cautiously, people started to come out of the house to observe the firework. A few at 

first, then a crowd. By the time Pele decided to cry violet and crimson it seemed Connie had 

drawn SAE’s whole party outside, and he waited for them to stomp on her, spit on her, 

extinguish her technicolor geyser; instead they were entertained. 

 The crowd formed a circle around Pele’s Lava and started to cheer and dance. He 

watched in disbelief as the party’s momentum built, and they all started to mosh and spin around 

the vibrant fountain, screaming and chanting like an ancient tribe from before nations and 

history. Shards of bright indigo and white lit up the people below as their bodies began to mesh 

and swell as one, their arms raised, mouths on each other.  

Only a couple of people stood apart from the human mass that spun around the fountain 

of light. One boy stood tall – a captain, a chief. He crossed his arms over his chest and wore a 

gigantic, beautiful smile over his face as he looked into the bright hub of the human wheel his 

party now resembled. Next to this tall leader, Connie could make out a girl with wavy hair that 

fell like water over her shoulders and chest. Taylor. The only person not looking at the firework, 

but up at the tree line where Connie now hid. She couldn’t see him but surely had a strong 

presentiment he was there. 

 Connie could see her. He saw her gaze insouciantly up toward him; then he saw her 

indifferently pull that gaze away and look at the captain next to her. And he couldn’t see where 

she took her caramel eyes next, or to what place she finally locked them away, because it was 

then Pele began her grand finale, and for Connie every color that she spilled pooled in his 

aqueous concave image. Soon a lake of color submerged the party below – salmon and coral and 

ambergris swirled and mixed with dots of colors that strobed and popped, cobalt lightning bolts 

struck through the eddies of crimson and grape, currents of lime sliced hues of golden tequila, 

the number 98 refracted, and finally Pele burnt her iridescent masterpiece, erecting a scorching 

wall of cinnamon and ruby before giving way to a darkness that unerringly follows the mortal 

glow of her lava. 

 Connie sat in agony for two days afterward, waiting to hear from Taylor. When he did it 

was painfully apparent their relationship had taken a hit. Their dialogues started to taste like 

burnt toast and their silences were no longer filled with curious anticipation but merely a 
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lethargic dullness. Neither of them felt the need to discuss Connie’s solo mission, and it wasn’t 

two weeks after it that Taylor and President Britton experienced their friendship connect below 

the waist in Britton’s sacred chambers. And the worst of it wasn’t when Taylor confessed in 

detail so vivid Connie could nearly taste the sweat of their sex, or the retrospective feeling of 

futility of his collaboration with an island goddess; the worst was when Connie realized where 

the fault lay, and the shards of his broken heart wilted in chagrin. 

 

 After Taylor told Connie about her night of infidelity, there was another dull, lethargic 

silence, like the moment of numbness which follows all wounds, and Taylor asked Connie how 

he felt. 

 “Embarrassed,” he said. 

 “You’re embarrassed? Connie, do you know that every time the president gets a kill,” 

Taylor said quoting with her fingers, “which is their code for every time he fucks a bitch, the 

pledges have to skin the kill, or steal my panties, and drape the pelt over one of their golden lion 

statues outside? When I left, my nice Victoria’s Secret panties, the lace turquoise ones, were 

ripped and thrown over a lion’s head.” 

 “You wore your favorite pair of underwear?” 

 “You’ve missed the point.” 

 “Pledge fucks stole your panties, what did you expect?” Another silence, and then, “If 

Britton told you he never wants to see you again, why do you still want to end things with us?” 

 “Don’t you want to break up with me?” she said. “I slept with someone else.” 

 “Not necessarily.” 

 “Well, I do. I do want a break. I’m getting suffocated. And not just by you.” 

 “Okay.” 

 “So do you regret it?” he said. 

 “Not necessarily.” 

 Connie didn’t say anything, just sat writhing uncomfortably, feeling as though someone 

were dragging a knife along his intestines. When Taylor boldly and unfeelingly mentioned the 

fact that she had, in a very true sense, been fucked, it made him start grinding, grinding his teeth. 
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His nails had already been chewed to nubs during the weeks prior. He sat in the sort of confused 

stupor that accompanies injuries which are intangible and impossible to assess. 

 When Taylor got up to leave, Connie felt strangely about leaving things like they had, 

and said, “You’re not a bitch.” 

“What?”  

 “You said every time the president fucks a bitch the pledges steal her panties. But you’re 

not a bitch.” 

 “Thanks,” Taylor said, standing by the door a moment. “I know.” Then she left. 

 During the days after their breakup, Connie tried to attribute meaning to the senselessness 

that had worn down his once durable relationship, but all meaning eluded him, as often happens 

with these things. He did not attend class and kept it dark in his room with all the blinds drawn 

and thought of nothing worth thinking about. He seriously contemplated tossing back a whiskey 

and hydrogen cyanide on the rocks in the comfort of his bed but decided against it when his sad 

hunt for meaning gave way to a certain rage. 

 The anger was at first poignant and stabbing, like a bayonet pressing into his sternum. It 

wasn’t directed at Taylor, but it nearly tempted Connie to get drunk and impulsively storm into 

SAE’s house, find President Britton and kick his ass. However, in hand-to-hand combat Connie 

knew he was as uncoordinated as a penguin, and even if he were to enter the house, pledges 

would hound him long before he got to Britton. 

 A week after the incident in the sacred presidential chambers, Connie had a dream that 

President Britton showed up on the doorstep of his apartment and, meat cleaver in hand, severed 

Connie’s prick from his body. It fell flaccid and necrotic to the floor and purple blood spilled 

down Connie’s legs. Britton snatched the penis from the ground and stuck it inside a hot dog 

bun. This hot dog bun had on a little pair of turquoise Victoria’s Secret hot dog bun panties. 

Right then and there, Britton chomped his pearly, immaculate teeth on Connie’s raw, detached 

wiener, no mustard or relish needed. He then spit the bite out and threw the pieces – bun, the 

bun’s panties, and all, into the gutter outside. As he was walking away, turkey vultures swooped 

down from green clouds above and started picking away at Britton’s discarded victuals. 

 Connie awoke from this with surprising serenity. His anger was still present, yet it had 

seemingly metamorphosed overnight into a rage less acidic, as if the large initial wave had 

passed and suffused across his brain; it was now stagnant, tame, patiently and quietly scheming. 
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This quiet anger pumped through his veins like ichor, substituted for cerebrospinal fluid in his 

spine, collected in his forehead to plant the seed of a plot for redemption. 

 It was in their microbiology lab, while they were looking at slides of chlamydia 

coccobacilli, that Connie informed the other two primary members of the Insurgency of his plans 

for all three of them to infiltrate a party at SAE disguised as girls, get Britton alone himself, and 

deck him in the face. The two members knew of Taylor’s night of infidelity and their subsequent 

breakup and had eagerly been expecting an idea from Connie to retaliate against SAE; what they 

didn’t know about was his solo mission that ignited the whole conflict. He came clean to them 

about this and confessed that if his bold plan were to have any chance of success, he would need 

their help executing it. 

 These other two dedicated Insurgents were Viggo and Oliphant, first and second 

lieutenants respectively. Not only were these two dedicated to the Insurgency’s cause, they were 

the only other bona fide members – members who have taken a blood oath – besides Connie; 

there were others, but their participation was irregular and inconsistent. Both Viggo and Oliphant 

had rushed Delta Tau Delta and both of them had been coldly rejected. It was when Connie 

overheard their laments about the rejection during a titration lab in Chemistry 113 that he 

decided to chime in with complaints about his own rejection. And thus, the Fraternity Insurgency 

was born, right there in that titration lab at seven o’clock in the morning. 

 Viggo, the first lieutenant, should have been accepted by the Delts on his dreamy good 

looks alone. His skin was the perfect shade of mocha brown, and situated below his two thick, 

dark eyebrows was a pair of pale blue eyes, offset by his skin tone to blaze like fire close to the 

coals. Behind these heartbreakingly handsome attributes was an omnipresent equanimity that 

became contagious when in its proximity. This calm, equanimous characteristic of Viggo’s was 

especially useful in stressful times during missions for the Insurgency – no doubt, had Viggo 

gone on the solo mission in place of Connie, the whole thing would have been performed with 

much more grace.  

 The second lieutenant, Oliphant, struggled in the same areas that Viggo excelled in: he 

was probably the closest human representation in existence to an albino mouse, and was often 

terrified when faced with stress and life’s unpredictable vicissitudes. However, his fear of 

precariousness gifted him an incredibly considerate mind, with an ability to examine the 
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multitude of possibilities that future instances might hold. With the addition of Oliphant alone, 

the Insurgency’s plans became incredibly more sophisticated, elaborate, fool-proof. 

 When Connie proposed his idea for a cross-dressing counterattack, Oliphant wasn’t the 

only one who began to sweat. Both lieutenants shuddered at the thought of actually entering a 

frat party and doing damage from within, a much more extreme approach than they had ever 

taken. Usually they were cloaked in the darkness of the night and could abort when necessary. 

With this assignment of Connie’s, their anonymity would be gone, and they would be walled in 

for hours, surrounded by the enemy.  

 “I know that this is a little more intense than usual missions–” 

 “A little?” said Oliphant. His voice was squeaky. 

 “But this is the very thing that the Insurgency needs,” said Connie, “to finally gain some 

notoriety and attention. The frats are beginning to shrug our smoke bombs and firecrackers off, 

man. We toy with their pawns all the time, let’s go for the head of their king. If we pull it off, it 

could really spark something throughout campus. We might even pull in some new members.” 

 “Aside from punching the president of SAE in the face,” Viggo said, switching the slide 

on the microscope to one of gonorrhea cocci, “you think it’s possible to disguise ourselves well 

enough so that we actually look like girls?” 

 “Of course,” Connie said, pulling out a folder from his backpack. On the front of the 

folder he had written in large black ink SABOTAGE: AE. “That’s what I’ve named the 

mission,” he said. Inside the folder were dozens of magazine cutouts of advertisements for 

women’s clothes. Connie had pictures of everything – bright pleated sundresses, tight fitting 

jeans, puffy prom and wedding dresses, tube tops, blouses with frills, bralettes, and so on. The 

day before he had spent a couple hours beside the magazine rack at the student center poring 

through celebrity news and fashion magazines. He even found some snapshots of drag shows – 

flamboyantly defiant people in fur coats and fishnets, bright makeup and leather; the artists of 

cross-dressing, chameleons of identity. 

 As the three Insurgents were studying the pictures, Oliphant impulsively asked, “This is 

what you expect to win Taylor back with?” It was apparent on his mousy features before it even 

left his mouth that he knew the question was a mistake. 

 “It’s okay,” said Connie. 
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 “No, not really. That’s not the ultimate goal of the mission. I don’t know what would win 

Taylor back, certainly not this. But this mission is about justice. Evening the score. I want to 

embarrass those fucking assholes like they did me. And more importantly, I want to embarrass 

them like a man, walk away with blood on my knuckles.”  

 They were then forced to finish the lab and table their discussion. Connie put away his 

folder of magazine cutouts. While they worked to gather their findings of the various bacterium 

they had observed, in the back of their minds the three played with the possibility of actually 

attempting the mission. As they shouldered their backpacks to leave, they all looked at each 

other in agreement that they were on board. 

 When they had a meeting at the end of the week to decide how to proceed, they found 

they were clueless when it came to dressing like college women. They had no idea what out of 

Connie’s cutouts would disguise them the best and how much it would end up costing them. The 

Insurgency of course had a special fund, a savings account under Connie’s name, but it had less 

than a hundred dollars in it.  

Luckily, one of their non-official members was a girl, who they promptly emailed asking 

for guidance. She emailed them back saying she was very busy, but perhaps she could push some 

things around and clear one weekend to help them capture l’essence de la femme. The boys were 

elated. 

 The Insurgency’s one female semi-member was Nicole, who was much brighter and 

tougher than any of the three official members. She joined the group in the first place because as 

a naïve college freshman she attended a party at Theta Chi where typical frat guy who was 

soused to the gills started licking and biting her neck like a leech while she was trying to dance. 

When she told typical frat guy to stop, he persisted more ambitiously, clamping his sweaty hands 

onto her ass and running his mouth over her face, so she pushed him through a window and 

walked out of her first and last fraternity party. When she saw a small, inconspicuous flier for the 

Insurgency on a bulletin board in the library, she contacted Connie and said she’d be happy to 

support their cause whenever she could. Unfortunately, Nicole did not have a lot of time on her 

hands, especially now. She was double majoring in pre-med and philosophy with minors in 

French and biology, and being a year older than Connie, she was set to take the MCATs in only a 

couple months. She was also worked as a teacher’s assistant in a lower level biology lab. So, 

when the boys heard she was willing to help them out, they were beyond grateful. 
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 “This is nice,” Nicole said looking through Connie’s folder of magazine cutouts, “but 

honestly I almost don’t see a single thing in here that’s relevant to frat party attire.” She looked 

at the three boys across from her; they were hairy, thin, unkempt. “Frat guys like sexy, skimpy, 

tight fitting shit. They like it when girls wear pretty much as close to nothing as possible, even 

when its freezing. I’ve seen girls run to the frats in shorts and spaghetti straps when the wind 

chill is below zero.” The boys looked dejected. 

 “Listen, I do think this is possible, all I’m saying is you can’t show up at a normal frat 

party in heels and a dress. Firstly, you’re going to need complete makeovers. Frat guys don’t like 

hair unless it’s on your head. Not on your legs, armpits, or chest. So you’ll have to shave every 

little bit of that before you go. Let me see your hands.” The boys showed her their hands – 

Viggo’s were huge mitts, Connie’s nails were chewed to the nub, Oliphant’s were somewhere in 

between. “Okay, we’ll have to find some fake nails to distract from these, which we can get at 

the dollar store for cheap. As for clothes, we could probably find some slutty shit in my 

roommate’s closet, so really the only thing you’ll have to spend money on are wigs and shoes. I 

can hopefully swing by here to put some makeup on you guys before you go too. When do you 

actually plan on trying this?” 

 “We were thinking a week from Saturday,” said Connie. 

 “Okay that’ll probably work for me.” 

 “What about breasts?” said Oliphant. 

 “What about them?” 

 “We’re supposed to be girls, aren’t we supposed to have breasts?” 

 “Fuck,” said Nicole, “I forgot about titties.” She sat for a moment in consternation trying 

to figure how the boys were to wear something revealing and still look like they had boobs. 

“Okay I have an idea. You can all wear sticky boobs and crop tops with only a little cleavage. If 

the shirt isn’t too plunging but you still have a little bit to show I think it could turn out nicely.” 

 “What the hell are sticky boobs?” 

 “They’re these rubbery silicone things that girls wear over their tits when they don’t want 

to wear a bra but still want to hide their nipples,” said Nicole. The leader of the Insurgency and 

his two lieutenants calmly nodded, attempting to hide the fact that they were thinking about how 

Nicole, being a human woman, also had nipples. 
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 “One more thing,” said Nicole. “I can’t help but notice that while Connie is trying to 

inveigle the president up to his room or whatever, you two really have nothing to do.” She 

looked at Oliphant and Viggo. “Do you guys have any secondary plan in mind, you know, while 

Connie is doing his thing? Because otherwise it seems like you’re just going for moral support, 

and it’s not really sabotage if you fuck with just one person.” 

 “We hadn’t really planned anything.” 

 “Well,” she said, “in the biology lab I assistant teach in, we’ve been dissecting 

grasshoppers and crawdads. After they’ve been soaked in formaldehyde, vacuum-packed, and 

shipped to the school, these creatures are repulsive, and smell like shit. If I could manage to steal 

a bag of them, maybe you guys could sneak them into the party with a purse or something and go 

around dropping them into people’s drinks.” The three boys thought it was a brilliant idea. 

 By weekend’s end the four of them had prepared a solid plan. The morning before the 

party the three of them were to shave everything below their eyebrows. Then they were to go to 

the liquor store and buy a couple dozen single-shot bottles of generic vodka that they could 

replace with water and then drink at the party, maintaining the guise of drunk, easy prey for the 

frat boys later in the night, yet remaining sober. During the afternoon they would shower with 

citrus smelling soap and glue on their brightly colored fake nails, which Nicole had shown them 

how to do. Then they would slap their sticky boobs on their chests – underneath which they 

would stuff tulip and rose petals to slightly accentuate their breasts and radiate charming smells – 

and don their outfits for the night. They all were going to wear moderately tight-fitting crop tops 

borrowed from Nicole’s roommate that revealed both navel and shoulders. Connie even 

considered piercing his belly button but decided against it when he saw how it was done. Viggo 

and Oliphant were also going to wear fashionably ripped pants that would hide their boyish legs 

and Connie, having unusually effeminate, shapely legs, decided to use this to his advantage and 

planned to wear short jean shorts that ended just below his two buttocks. Then Nicole would stop 

by – hopefully with a couple of borrowed purses for Viggo and Oliphant to carry and a bag of 

dead grasshoppers and crawdads – to do their makeup, which she believed was best in 

moderation and planned only to use a bit of highlighter, a touch of lipstick, and some mascara. 

After the makeup, they would put on their wigs and shoes, which along with the sticky boobs 

had not only depleted all of the special Insurgency fund, but nearly all of the boys’ remaining 

money. Finally, Nicole would drive them to SAE at about eleven o’clock, when the current of 
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bodies flows through frat row the strongest; and, although his lieutenants would be with him, it 

would be up to Connie alone to capitalize on his vengeful endeavors.  

 In the meantime, he had a week to learn how not to punch like he had the flightless wing 

of a penguin for an arm. On Monday he tried going to the gym, lifting dumbbells and bench-

pressing weight far too heavy and for a time period far too long for anything Connie was 

prepared for. When he woke up the next morning so sore that he could barely spoon breakfast 

into his mouth, he realized it was too late to gain any strength from weights and had to wait until 

Thursday before his muscles became compliant again. 

 By then he had decided that, with only two days to prepare, the only useful thing he could 

do for himself was to try to improve the form of his punch. To Connie’s benefit, someone in the 

communications class he had taken last semester had given a speech about kickboxing, which 

was especially memorable because the speaker not only told how not to punch and kick, but 

showed the deformed, crooked hands and feet that resulted from it. Because of this, Connie 

remembered where to place his thumb when he made a fist, how to hold his knuckles when he 

delivered the blow, and when to shift his weight during the punch. 

 He also watched countless videos online explaining “The Footwork of a Proper Blow,” 

“The Skeletal Mechanics of One Human Hitting Another,” and “How to Make Your Body’s 

Entire Weight Collect at the Tip of Your Fist When It Connects with a Poor Fellow’s Face.” 

 Connie stood his mattress up against the wall and put into practice the techniques he 

learned from the internet. When he swung his fist, he visualized 150 pounds shifting, being 

thrown up to his arm, and willed through his shoulder, bicep, forearm, knuckles, Britton. The 

fabric of the mattress started to chafe and break Connie’s knuckles open after he had hit it for 

hours, so he stuck a tube sock on his fist and kept punching. When he bled through one sock, he 

swapped it out with another, until soon he had turned half of his white socks red. When he 

looked at the small pile of wet, red socks on the floor next to him, he wondered if Britton’s face 

would feel at all similar to a mattress. Then it crossed his mind that perhaps he had not decided 

to improve his form for his own well-being, but because he wanted his first punch to be the only 

punch he threw.  

An image of a beautiful, lonely explosion of a blow; a sound and a silence.  
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It was preparation not for a fight, but for the brief moment he would hold 150 pounds in 

his fingers. And when he looked at his bloody socks on the floor, he decided he didn’t care if he 

broke his hand, as long as it broke on Britton’s cheek, or jaw, or teeth. 

 

 Saturday evening, an hour before the Insurgency was set to depart for SAE’s party, 

Connie stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom of his apartment. Nicole had finished his 

makeup and was working on Viggo and Oliphant’s in the other room. Connie’s cheekbones were 

glowingly accented, his eyes intensely prominent with the makeup she had so easily touched 

upon him – it had felt like a rabbit kissing his face the way she was so gentle. He had on his 

striped orange and lemon crop top with jean shorts and matching bright orange nails, of course. 

His skin smelled like a grapefruit, and small flowery scents could be caught intermittently 

wafting from his cleavage. He felt his tits as he looked in the mirror. The silicone underneath the 

threads of his shirt made them strangely feel as if they were authentic, and he pulled his shirt 

back to see if they really were.  

 He took a parting glance at his short, brown head full of hair before throwing on his wig. 

His had been the most expensive out of the three they bought – apparently it was made from real, 

donated hair, and this made Connie feel faintly uneasy, as if he had scalped somebody.  

 While Oliphant and Viggo had chosen blonde and black wigs respectively, Connie had 

chosen a wig of very dirty blonde hair; wavy, like slow, muddy water that ran forever. He 

situated it atop his crown and parted the long tresses to the side, and only after a long look at 

himself because of a lingering sense of vague familiarity did he find that he had picked a head of 

hair almost identical to Taylor’s. 

 Nicole had come through with the deceased grasshoppers and crawdads as well. “Dr. 

Williamson walked into the storage closet not two goddamn seconds after I had zipped up my 

backpack,” she said. “I have these purses for each of you,” looking at the lieutenants. “It’s not 

really customary to bring things like this to the frats, but I suppose you could use your fake shots 

of vodka as an excuse for having them.” They emptied the bag of dead creatures into the bottoms 

of each of the handbags and covered them with towels to stifle the loud smell of preservation 

fluid. On top of the towels they put the decoy vodka shots. 
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 In the car going to SAE the three members of the Insurgency couldn’t help but nervously 

tap their feet. Oliphant kept his eyes shut, denying to himself the reality that was his. To keep 

from getting worked up, they reviewed their code names to give themselves something to laugh 

about.  

 “Hey Victoria, your shoulders look pretty broad, have you been working out?” Connie 

said to Viggo. 

 “Actually Caroline, I have thanks for noticing!” 

 “And damn, Ophelia, when’s the last time you went tanning? You’re as pale as the 

moon!” Oliphant tried to laugh, but just smiled like someone trying to find happiness through 

supreme nausea. 

 Nicole parked on a side street about a block away from SAE’s house. “Okay, fellas,” she 

said looking at the three faces of makeup in her backseat, the ones with sticky boobs suctioned to 

their chests and dollar store nails glued to their fingers. “I think this is where we part ways.” 

 “Hold on,” Connie said. “Before we leave, we wanted to show our gratitude for all of the 

help you’ve given us. So, I speak for all of us when I say that for your unequaled service to the 

Insurgency, we’d like to make an exception and induct you as an official member, without the 

blood oath. You could come in as a sergeant, right off the bat.” 

 “No thanks,” she said. 

 “What?” 

 “I already have a lot on my plate as it is Connie, and I graduate next year. But thank you 

for the gesture, it’s flattering.” 

 “Okay. Well. Thanks again, Nicole,” said Connie. “We couldn’t have done this without 

you.” 

 “I know.” She looked back at them through her black hair. “Keep those knuckles hidden 

while you’re in there.” Oliphant opened his eyes and they got out of the car. 

 Standing on the sidewalk before they crossed enemy lines, each disguised boy put his 

arms around the other two in a huddle. “We could be here for hours, we could be here for 

minutes,” said Connie. “It just depends on how horny Britton is, and how sexy he finds me.” 

 “With that ass?” said Viggo. “Please. Give him seven minutes.” 

 “Listen, we have to blend with the party in the meantime. That means dancing and hitting 

on guys. Keep drinking the decoy shots and stumbling around like you’re wasted. And don’t 
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fucking drop any grasshoppers and crawdads into their drinks until you see me go to Britton’s 

room. At that point it would be safe to assume we’ll be leaving in no more than ten minutes.” 

 Connie paused. “Look at us.” They looked at themselves – transformed, rosy, citrus. 

“Soldiers, that’s what we are. We are soldiers of justice.” 

 The three girls or boys walked up to the entrance of the massive house, conglomerated in 

their cause, all feeding off of Viggo’s calmness, and were greeted by three drunk frat guys 

holding bottles of beer.  

“What’s your names? Are you on the list?” one of them said, stumbling. 

 “Uh. Yes.” 

 “Cool, you’re good,” drunk frat guy said. “I don’t know where that fuckin’ list is 

anyway.” He laughed with vacant eyes. There was a clipboard on the bench directly behind him. 

The three girls or boys started to move past the drunk frat guy trio when another one of them 

said, “What are those purses? What are those doing?” 

 “Wine coolers and vodka shots,” said Viggo. 

 “Give one here.” said drunk frat guy. 

 “I don’t know, we barely have enough for us–”  

 “Jesus christ, already with this bullshit,” drunk frat guy said to his fellow brothers. He 

took a step towards Viggo. “I don’t give a shit if you’re on the list, if you don’t give your host a 

shot, you won’t be getting into our party.” 

 Viggo reluctantly reached into his purse and grabbed one of the vodka shots that didn’t 

have vodka in it. As he handed it over to drunk frat guy, the hearts inside each of the three 

Insurgents’ chests took a nosedive from their throats to their feet. Drunk frat guy polished his 

beer off and tossed it over their heads, the bottle shattering on the sidewalk near a group of 

people. He threw the decoy shot down his gullet. 

 “Whoa,” he said, “that’s some smooth stuff you got there. It went down like water!” 

 As he waved the three disguised Insurgents inside, Oliphant was vibrating, having trouble 

pulling his heart up from his feet, and Connie pinched him. “Calm down Ollie,” he whispered, 

“we’re in.” 

 Within enemy territory, the three soldiers of justice approached the primary party room. 

Here there was a dance floor with a DJ in the corner, the bass cranked so loud Connie could feel 

it in his teeth. The only light being emitted was from a couple electric disco balls rotating colored 
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beams from the floor and rope lights strung around the ceiling that changed colors with the 

pulsing of the music. This worked to the Insurgency’s advantage, for the less they could be heard 

and seen, the better. 

 Behind the dance floor there were large glass windows that looked out onto the patio, the 

one on which Connie had lit Pele’s Lava. A large staircase hugged the wall to the left, probably 

leading to bedrooms. Throughout the dance floor and surrounding areas, crowds of people 

happily packed together, breathing on each other, shouting and spitting and pushing and wincing; 

islands of frat brothers amidst a sea of girls. Suddenly Connie felt like a raindrop. They all took a 

decoy shot in plain view of everyone, and then as Oliphant and Viggo became part of the sea, 

Connie began to seek out Britton. 

 He mounted the staircase to scan the party better and spotted his target in the doorway of 

an adjoining room across the dance floor. Connie saw Britton turn and walk into the room with a 

couple of his brothers. He watched from above as a steam of human byproducts rose from the 

party below, took a breath of it – because that’s all there was to breath – to steady his pounding 

chest, and went forth to push through the dance floor to the room Britton had entered. 

Connie walked through an archipelago of SAE boys on his way, going in and out of 

spheres of conversation, picking up shards of each: “She is fucking obliterated, man! And hey, 

when you are too, you better be able to get it up. A True Gentleman gets it up at all costs!” “Hell 

yes!” “Lemme get a quick hit bro.” “Listen, listen, listen, listen, why don’t we go down to the 

bathroom and do another quick one. Or two.” “I’m going to kick the shit out of him if he takes 

another pull of my-” A group of them were chanting as a pledge was held by his feet above a keg 

in the corner: “proceeds from good will and an acute sense of propriety! and whose self-control 

is equal to all emergencies! who does not make-” The poor upside-down pledge had forgotten his 

creed. “Back in the day it was responsible to have one, now everyone wants to take ‘em away,” 

said a joker who wrapped his light beer in a koozie with the rebel flag on it. “Or any man of his 

inferiority or deformity! who is himself humbled if necessity compels him to humble another!” 

The pledge vomited beer on the floor. When his stomach was emptied, he went back to drinking 

from the tap. This repeated. “Hey, let me tell you something, the word stop don’t mean shit to a 

True Gentleman!” “Did you hear the Delts pushed a kid down the down the stairs last night? 

He’s supposedly paralyzed now…” And so on. 
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 By the time Connie had pushed and squeezed his way to the room he was sweating and 

nauseous. This adjoining room was also filled with people and voices. On the floor was a lamp 

with a green bulb that painted everything in the room emerald. Next to the open window in the 

back of the room was a group of people blowing weed smoke outside. Britton and his foot 

soldiers stood by the wall laughing and drinking, and Connie halted in the doorway realizing that 

while he had spent so much time punching his mattress, he’d spent zero time practicing the art of 

seduction.  

 He walked a few steps inside, playing with the hair that fell below his shoulders now, 

timidly looking at the floor. Thinking hard about how to approach Britton, he got frustrated and 

resorted to musing about how funny his legs looked and how strangely uncomfortable his 

armpits felt without hair. He found a stain on the carpet of the floor and studied it. It wasn’t until 

he ran his shoe over the black splotch that he found it to be not a stain, but a burn mark where 

somebody had perhaps lit the carpet on fire. It was singed and rough. Connie came close to 

understanding what the burn mark actually was himself but didn’t get there before someone else 

helped him to it. 

 “Yeah, some idiot came by one night a couple weeks ago and threw some firecrackers in 

here,” said a big-boned frat brother who stood a few inches over six feet. “They were too close to 

exploding before we could throw them back out.” Connie felt a small panic blossom in his 

stomach that became large when he saw that tattooed on the frat guy’s calf, below a symbol that 

let everyone know he was a Christian, was the number 98. 

 “You’re kidding,” said Connie. He tried hard to put everything aside and focus on 

making his voice sound as feminine as possible. 

 “Couldn’t make it up. We were all in here smoking when a strip of them flew past our 

heads. Thank god nobody got hurt. I jumped out of the window and flew after the bastard, I was 

going to beat his face until it was bloody, but he got away. What the hell is so funny about that 

Britton?” 

 Connie, still reeling from the fact that he was talking to the lummox who tackled him a 

couple weeks ago, hadn’t noticed President Britton approach them. He was laughing with his 

perfectly shaped, bleach white teeth. “That’s just not how it happened at all, Joe.” 

 “Oh yeah? So how does the story really go?” said Joe. 
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 “Well,” said Britton, turning to face Connie. It was the first time he had seen Britton up 

close, and from that moment he understood the appeal. Aside from his gorgeous smile, which 

was planted inside a very hard, very bold jawline, his fair blonde hair streamed in small strands 

across his forehead in the most effortlessly sexy way. Connie couldn’t quite tell what color his 

eyes were because of the green light, but he could see that they were composed of a multitude of 

hues and tempted you to think it was important when they were on you. 

 “Joe here was standing by the open window when the firecrackers went off. I think they 

were louder than he expected, because he jumped back and fell out of the window and onto his 

ass outside. He was rolling around on the ground, so drunk he probably couldn’t see–” 

 “I could see!” 

 “I really don’t think you could. But next thing we knew, he was on his feet, sprinting 

around the corner to find whoever tossed the firecrackers in here. He says he tackled him, but I 

didn’t see anything, I was still on the floor laughing at the thought of him falling out of the 

window.”  

 “I did tackle him! 

“Yeah, okay. But really the only bad thing about those firecrackers was this burn they left 

on the carpet. I’m assuming Joe saw you looking at it and tried to make himself out to be a hero, 

like he does every time he tells the story? The poor bastard…” The most unattractive thing about 

Britton, Connie would come to know, was that he used this phrase an obscene amount, because 

every human male was a poor bastard to him. 

“Either way, what a crazy story,” said Connie. He decided to give Joe some attention, 

seeing that Britton was interested in him and wanting to let some line out before reeling him in. 

“So, are you on the football team?” he asked, voluntarily filling his head with hot air. 

“Yeah, actually,” Joe nodded. “Defensive end. Why, do you recognize me?” Compared 

to Britton’s, his eyes looked like hard-boiled eggs protruding from his skull. 

“Uh.” 

“God, not this again,” Britton interrupted, rolling his eyes. 

“What do you mean, she asked me?” 

Britton ignored him. “What’s your name?” 

Joe sniffed the air. “Something smells like flowers in here.” 

“Caroline,” said Connie. 
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Out of literally nowhere Britton pulled out a nine-inch blunt. “Well, Caroline, would you 

like to come smoke an extendo with us?” As he asked, he moved his face slightly closer, 

coquettishly raising his eyebrows, feigning innocence.  

Connie began to reel. “I’d love to.” He usually didn’t smoke anything, especially pot, but 

seeing as this random moment of luck was his opportunity to distinguish himself from the sea of 

other raindrop girls, he had no choice. It could be the only chance he got to augment Britton’s 

interest. 

Britton, Joe, and Connie made their way to the back of the green room where they could 

regurgitate smoke out of the window. “I put some keef in it when I rolled it earlier today,” 

Britton said before sucking fire through the long blunt and making its end glow. The smoke was 

thick and opaque. Connie tried his hardest to look natural when they passed it to him, but he had 

to hold it with two hands and barely took one small toke before he was thrown into a fit of 

coughing. Afraid he had made a fatal mistake, he faced away while he turned his lungs inside-out 

and coughed them up his trachea. They just laughed at him. 

“Aw, her baby lungs,” Joe said. They took the smoke in and held it there, letting it 

nourish them, before exhaling it like warm butter.  

Britton rubbed Connie’s back. “You okay?” he asked. He wore his innocent eyes and said 

“Here, take a drink.” A drink of something sounded fabulous to Connie as he was eroding the 

tissue in his throat, so he unthinkingly grabbed for whatever Britton offered him and took a pull. 

When he learned that the liquid in his mouth was whiskey, he almost spit it out; but, 

remembering the importance of the moment, he willed it down, setting fire to his esophagus. 

This flung Connie into a bout of dizziness, and he slightly fell into Britton next to him. 

Britton put his arm around Connie’s waist to keep him from falling, and, all in an instant, Connie 

found his cough alleviated by the alcohol’s flame and his body inside Britton’s arms. Britton 

stood Connie up, keeping his hand where it was, and they smiled at each other.  

An image of Britton’s white teeth wet and red, or even missing, swallowed by his face, so 

that he’d have to dig through his own shit to recover them.  

The marijuana and alcohol made Connie less hesitant to take action, and he started to 

fearlessly rub his body all over Britton. Mr. President took a few more long slugs of his whiskey 

bottle and sucked down a few more drags off the long blunt that had become short, overdoing it 
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like most boys of his species do, and finally clamped his claw on Connie’s ass, like the Theta Chi 

boy did to Nicole, and whispered, “Want to go somewhere?” 

Connie’s heart paused, like it had before he pitched the firecrackers in the very room he 

now stood inside, and then, “Definitely.” Britton took him by the hand and led him out of the 

emerald room, without a goodbye to number 98, who was telling a different girl about how he 

broke the face of the fucking idiot who had the gall to throw fireworks in SAE’s house. They 

made their way through the large crowd on the dance floor, and as they started to ascend the 

staircase, Connie’s eyes met Viggo and Oliphant’s. He gave them a thumbs up, as if to signal 

that everything had gone perfectly, that they should start putting dead grasshoppers and crawdads 

into people’s drinks, and that they should expect Britton to be unconscious in ten minutes or less. 

They smiled at Connie and pointed to a big punch bowl in the corner, next to the keg where the 

once upside-down pledge now slept. 

“Who’s that?” asked Britton. 

“Just some friends.” 

“They must be pretty jealous of you right now, huh?” 

“I can’t imagine,” said Connie. His eyes felt dry and saggy, and as they climbed the stairs 

it felt like they were walking up an escalator that was going in the opposite direction. After a 

year of climbing stairs, they went through what seemed like a labyrinth of hallways before 

finally reaching a door with a gold plaque that read “Presidential Chambers.” Britton pulled a 

large ring of keys out of his pocket and began to unlock the door. Looking at Connie with what 

he now saw to be eyes of blue, containing so many depths, he said, “As you probably know, I’m 

the president of SAE, and with that title comes many privileges. This is one of them.” And 

Britton opened the door to what seemed like the absolute center of the frat guy universe. 

Connie went in before him and looked around at everything that had collected there at the 

center of the universe due to the centripetal forces of indulgent inebriation and violent egos. The 

stains on the carpet produced an overpoweringly musty atmosphere. It was like walking into a 

cloud of sulfur and mold and cologne. Around the large perimeter of the room empty bottles of 

booze were lined, organized according to brand name. An immense flat screen television was 

mounted near the end of his unmade king-sized bed, and it looked like the TV had recently 

birthed some sort of videogame console that lay on the floor with umbilical cords still attached. 

The bedsheets were a cheetah print of stains from fluids both bodily and beverage. Beer cans 
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were crumpled and strewn across the floor and on one side of the room there was a couch where 

a pair of boxing gloves slept. Next to his dresser textbooks collected dust and on top of it was a 

plastic mug that read “I HEART PUSSY.” Above the headboard of his bed was a poster of a 

mustang which Connie almost didn’t notice due to the naked woman sitting on the hood with her 

legs spread apart in the foreground. Above this was a wooden paddle on which was painted 

“SAE: SPANK A BITCH!” which confused him. 

“Wow,” said Connie, “this is great.” 

“Isn’t it?” said Britton. He was looking at his room as if it were his first time seeing it. 

Connie walked up to last year’s composite picture of the fraternity mounted on the wall, which 

contained a photo of every member. He found him at the top: Britton Gorkey, President.  

Next, on the floor by his feet, Connie found a pair of ripped turquoise panties. 

Britton sat on the bed. “So…” Before he could propose anything, Connie interrupted. 

“I’m sorry for the delay, but can I ask you a question?” 

“Sure.” 

“Will you promise to answer truthfully?” 

“Sure.” 

“Do you ever persuade girls to cheat on their boyfriends with you in here?” As soon as 

the question left Connie’s lipstick painted mouth, he was as sober as a gravestone. 

Britton stood up. “Why do you ask?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Well,” Britton said, “yes.” Connie was surprised by his honesty. “But in my eyes, it isn’t 

wrong. If I can persuade girls to cheat on their boyfriends, weren’t they going to do it sooner or 

later anyway? If some chick cheats on a poor bastard, she cheats on a poor bastard, doesn’t 

matter if it’s with me or not, it’s already in her nature to cheat. What, do you have a boyfriend?” 

“No.” 

“Okay, well I guess nobody’s getting their heart broken tonight.” 

“Don’t smile. So, you admit to breaking hearts,” said Connie. 

“I admit to showing people their true colors. A person’s nature comes out when they’re 

with me up here, I swear. I think I show people who they really are. Or maybe, what their 

character really is.” 

“What about Taylor Auburn?” 
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“What about her?” said Britton, taking a step back from Connie. “You know her?” 

“She’s a friend, yeah. I know she broke up with her boyfriend after you guys fucked in 

here.” 

“Jesus, I didn’t know I was about to be interrogated.” There was a pause, and then, “Is 

that what she told people, that we had sex? Because I tried like hell to lay her for the longest time 

but never got very far.” 

“What?” 

“Yeah. One night we came up here and got naked together, but all she would do was kiss 

me. Didn’t even let me put my fingers anywhere. I laid there kissing her with my dick standing 

up for hours. Not one lick, nothing. Finally I told her to go sleep on that couch over there and 

when she left in the morning to never come back. I was mad about it. Then I went downstairs 

and found someone to give me some head. And, that’s as close as I came with Taylor. She really 

broke up with that poor bastard she was with?” 

 It was then that, instead of hitting Britton in the mouth like he’d planned, Connie himself 

was hit by an absurdity of some sort. His foolishness rushed at him, all at once, like a great bulk, 

like a million skyscrapers melted together that stood heavy and sore in front of him; a glacier of 

meaninglessness and nowhere to move it.  

 He had to face, head on, the current of violence that had left him without a foothold. The 

unfairness of his condition had driven him towards a trend of brutality that blindfolded him, 

impersonating a solution, confusing masculinity with the possession of people and things, the 

absence of grace and contemplation, the use of body-as-weapon. 

He had to face that his girlfriend had lied about her night with Britton, because through 

the lie she could be freed from her existence caught between two poles of hatred and confusion. 

Hatred, because Connie and the Insurgency stood for nothing above it. The Insurgency merely 

recycled the cannibalism and disgust that they saw in the frats. Connie did nothing to quell hate 

when he himself sowed the seeds of strife; he only sabotaged fraternity by engendering the 

injustices that soured everything, the same injustices that had embittered him. 

He had to face that he had created his own problems by fighting them the way he had. To 

confront the problems of the world like a woman, like a man, like a human being, was not to put 

fist to flesh, but to contrast hate with love and faith in humankind, and if hate could not bear the 

understanding, at least it would know the difference. And in half of an instant, Connie became 
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conscious of what he would come to completely understand later – that to hit Britton would be to 

lose yet again, to reincarnate hurt, and the only way to fight it was to try to heal it. 

So Connie, without answering Britton’s question or knowing anything else, took a step 

toward Britton and put his mouth on him. First their lips connected, then Connie had his tongue 

inside of Britton’s mouth. And when Connie softly, seductively bit Britton’s bottom lip, he 

reached for his wig and pulled it right off.  

When Britton opened his eyes and saw short brown instead of flowing tawny, he pulled 

his lip out of Connie’s teeth so forcefully that it ripped open and blood started to run down his 

chin.  

“What the fuck,” Britton said. “Are you a guy?” 

“Yes.” 

“Jesus!” 

“What?” 

“Are you a fucking idiot too, you fag?” said hate, having trouble coping with the contrast. 

“I love you,” said Connie. 

“You poor goddamn bastard,” said Britton. Unable to bear the sight of love, he took 

Connie by the hair, pulled him out of his room, and threw him down the staircase in front of 

everyone on the dance floor. The party watched in silence, amidst the rotating colored shafts of 

light from the electric disco balls, as Connie tumbled down the stairs, laughing while he fell. 

Conversations of ugliness stopped, and Britton stood at the top of the stairs licking blood. 

Connie’s body hit the foot of the stairs, popped up, and took off toward the door, still 

giggling. Viggo and Oliphant saw this and ran after him, leaving their dead grasshoppers and 

crawdads swimming in a bowl of pink punch. 

As the three ran away from the house, Connie laughed harder. Soon his laughter became 

so large that it seized Viggo and Oliphant. When they were out of sight of SAE and confident 

there was no possibility of anybody running after them, they stopped to walk, out of breath and 

giddy like young horses, and Connie Harper’s friends asked him what the hell happened in the 

sacred presidential chambers. 

Connie answered simply, “I frenched our villain.” 
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Doc told me I can’t give plasma 

because my bloodcells have corrupted it, 

because my hemoglobin’s too low, blood pressure’s too high 

they found marijuana in my saliva from the joint I  

smoked two and a half years ago, and my anxious mental status 

is too precarious a situation for the company. 

Take some deep nasal breaths and come back in a month, 

we’ll pay you an extra thousand for cleaning yourself up. 

Cleaning myself of what? If I could separate my bloodcells 

from my plasma, use the cells to pepper my cooked eggs, 

and wash them down with the golden-pilsner, I’d  

be just as happy. 

I’m learning to be just as happy. 

I’m attempting to sit by the windows and regard what’s outside, 

even though it bores me, even though that way time will pass slowly. 

Like when I wait tables in a dimly lit room 

and smile at people as they hurriedly consume 

the wine and the sausage and salmon and soup 

which I carried on a tray, heavy, one-handed, 

and I walk back to the corner with my spine all askew, 

wondering if the floor is sideways or its only my shoe. 

I take down their words in my leatherbound book, 

in wet ink, to put here as valuable interruptions, 

like don’t you have a gadget that makes  

the flavor of the Moscato pop as you pour and do 

you know anybody throwing parties these days and  

where’s a plug that’ll sell me Vyvanse on the low 

because god knows without it I’ll be pale with the LED glow. 

This makes it all worth it, this and the hors d’oeuvres that  

I bum, cold mushrooms and ravioli that didn’t make the cut, 
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this and the spiced bills in my zippered-up pouch, 

that I’ll use to buy gasoline to cruise around this old town 

in my wrinkled, crinkled car looking like a note of  

discarded poetry that has laid cold on a plate for far far too long. 
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A Student in Winter 

That February, the weather indoors had been simply wonderful for the longest time. 

Everywhere I went, I checked the household thermostat and found it to be right around 68- or 69-

degrees. This was true even in lecture halls and department stores; and in restaurants, I usually 

excused myself from the table at some point during the meal and hunted for the thermostat 

hiding near a closet next to the bathroom or beside shabby decorations on a shelf, and found the 

air temperature consistently warm and comfortable for those that could afford to enjoy it. 

 I adopted this trivial hobby of mine in January, after a frozen homeless man stumbled 

into the lobby of the library where I was studying and cut his throat open so he could be warm 

again. At first, I blamed the university for putting the library on the outer edge of campus, so 

close to the river where all the homeless people usually were. My thinking was that if you’re 

going to have a building open twenty-four hours a day on a college campus located in the middle 

of a city, with impoverished drug addicts and winos roaming the streets at night looking for a 

place to crash, maybe build it in the safest place possible, closer to the center of campus. And 

even then, I thought, the buildings are just too easy to get into. I mean, shouldn’t you have to 

scan your student ID or something to be allowed into the library at 3 am? Should any old hobo 

really be able to just waltz in and cry all over the floor for five minutes with a knife in his hand, 

scaring everybody?  

 That was just my first reaction. I was so angry at the school for allowing something like 

that to happen to its students and employees that I considered the possibility of taking legal 

action with my parents. Both were lawyers, and I planned on pursuing a career in litigation, too. I 

was a philosophy major and had to worry about building my law school application that summer, 

and that’s sort of the reason why I chose to forget about legal action against them – I just had too 

much on my plate and didn’t really need another thing to worry about.  

 I laughed when the dean emailed me directly and asked if I “required counselling due to 

the events that I’d witnessed.” His office had sent a letter home to my parents asking them the 

same thing and imploring them to monitor my behavior. I thought it was silly to hint at the 

potentially traumatic nature of the event, when, in reality, I was nowhere near traumatized. But 

that’s when I stopped blaming them for letting such a thing happen, I guess because it seemed 

like they genuinely cared about me. 



 63 

 I decided it was probably best not to place blame upon anyone and learn to remember the 

whole event as some crazy, freak incident that I saw while in college and would someday 

chuckle about to friends and colleagues. My parents told me that if anyone is to blame, it might 

even be the old homeless man himself, for putting himself in the position he was in and choosing 

to die in such an ugly way in front of other people. It was their opinion that, if he really didn’t 

want to be stuck out there in the cold, he would’ve worked hard in school or learned a skill that 

would’ve allowed him to move up in the world.  

 But after a while, I started to feel sorry for that man, even though he put himself in that 

awful situation. I found myself thinking about how incredible his desire for warmth that night 

was and how desperately cold he must’ve been. I often wondered if I’d ever felt that cold before. 

And I started to feel another strange discomfort, like when an intense compulsion can’t be 

satisfied. I don’t know why I started feeling this way, and I can barely even describe what I felt, 

but it was almost like listening to an orchestra where half of the musicians were playing in one 

key and the other half were playing in another.  

 A few weeks after the incident in the library, it got bitterly, bitterly cold outside; so cold 

that for the first time in over fifteen years, the university cancelled all classes for the day. The 

temperature was in the negatives with the wind chill, and if you stepped outside, all the hair in 

your nose would stiffen and freeze. Meanwhile, however, the temperature inside my own 

apartment was sickeningly warm and cozy, like I was in the amniotic sac of a great beast, and as 

I opened the window to feel the air outside of my apartment, I heard the discord of the orchestra 

like a cacophony within my chest and was suddenly struck by the image of the homeless man 

from the library, so forcefully that it knocked me to the floor. 

 Lying there on my back, I saw the window gaping open like a mouth, sucking bright cold 

wind and flakes of ice into my warm, red apartment, and felt for the first time an ocean of 

discomfort at the thought of pockets of space so warm existing in the midst of such cold. At that 

moment, I popped up, quickly closed the window and ran to the thermostat to take note of it. The 

dial was at seventy-one. And it was as if I… were keeping eyes on a monster that I couldn’t 

expel from my existence.  

 From that day on, I began to obsessively check and re-check the temperature indoors 

everywhere I went, for a reason I was never completely conscious of. I took note of the 

temperature morning and night at my apartment; at Italian, Thai, and Mexican restaurants; in 
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lecture halls and classrooms on campus; in the nail salon and coffee shop; in supermarkets and 

gas stations (although sometimes it took me so long to find in large grocery stores that I had to 

give up, and would guess at the exact temperature for hours afterward); etc., etc. I began to keep 

a small notepad in my purse and jot down the places that I went and their corresponding 

temperatures, and would torture myself trying to memorize the list, learning the movements of 

the beast at large. 

 Somewhere around Valentine’s Day, my mother caught me taking note of the thermostat 

in a downtown Mediterranean restaurant. I found it near the women’s bathroom: digital, a white 

clunky thing with a lime green light illuminating the numbers. I didn’t know, but she’d followed 

me to the bathroom, and I assume she meant to be covert.  

 “What are you doing,” she said, frowning at the small notepad in my hand. I laughed and 

put it in my purse. I really could think of no explanation, because even I didn’t know what I was 

doing. 

 “Come in here,” she said with a sigh, pulling me into the bathroom with a single stall, a 

changing table, and a sink. She locked the door behind us. “This sounds strange, but your dad 

mentioned to me that he saw you messing with our thermostat at home, with a strange look on 

your face. Like you wanted to cry or something. What is this?” She reached for the notepad in 

my purse, but I jerked it away. My mother, the county prosecutor, was… perceptive of people 

and had a nose for lies. As a child I got away with very little; as a teenager, even less. 

 “I…,” I said shaking my head, chuckling, “it’s for a project at school. You know, for the 

chemistry elective I’m taking. It’s a complicated project, but I’m studying the way that 

temperature fluctuates and its effect on certain… things.” 

 My mother narrowed her eyes. “The chemistry elective… yeah.” She continued to talk to 

me as she turned around and went into the stall. “I think you should tell me what’s going on with 

you now.” 

 “What do you mean, that is what’s going on with me.” 

 “So let me see your little notebook.” 

 “I’m not letting you see private stuff of mine.” 

 “Since when is stuff for a chemistry project private for anyone?” my mother said, raising 

the volume of her voice above the sound of urination. “Listen, do you want us to stop paying 

your rent, and tuition, and cell phone bill? Then tell me why the hell you’re acting so weird.” 



 65 

 When she exited the stall, I felt tears in my eyes and in the back of my throat. She came 

over to embrace me. “What is it?” she asked. 

 “I really don’t know,” I said truthfully, starting to tremble. 

 “Listen to me, Maddie. Listen, take a deep breath,” my mother said. “I can see that school 

is stressing you out, and I remember those days, I had them too. No sleep, strange, restless 

feelings, procrastination, bad influences all around you, bad ideas floating around everywhere. 

But hey, listen, you just need to remember your goals and the path God designed for you, so you 

can reach them. If you keep your head down and stay disciplined, you know, He will take care of 

the rest. Before you know it, you’re going to be graduated; you’re going to find a great guy to 

marry; we’re going to get you a position at a nice law firm after law school, somewhere safe; 

you’re going to start making the big purchases. Houses and cars and nice jewelry (but hopefully 

your husband’ll do that for you)” she said with a wink. “You’re going to invest and watch your 

money grow; and after, you’re going to make me some adorable little grandbabies. Listen, listen, 

I promise you Maddie, this is the last time you’ll ever, ever be lonely in your life.” 

 “Okay…” I said.  

I wanted to feel reassured, like every time I had heard this speech from my her. I wanted 

to see a safety net beneath me, letting me know that when I made an erroneous step, I would still 

be winning. I looked down, down below, and could see that net, ready to catch me, the net that 

my parents and God had made for me. But to my horror, it was precisely the sight of this net that 

made me uneasy, even slightly nauseous. As we left the bathroom, I gagged at the thought of my 

mother’s words – the script that had almost always calmed me down in moments of panic – and 

played it off as a cough when my mother looked back at the sound. 

 

 I said goodbye to my parents outside the restaurant and started walking back to my 

apartment, which was just a couple blocks away. The sun was setting under grape-colored 

clouds, and I started to shiver in the cold wind. Truthfully, it had made me feel even worse 

knowing that hearing about God’s plan and my luxurious, happy future awaiting me had such a 

caustic effect on my mind. It usually took someone reminding me of precisely those things to 

calm me down when I fell into a state of hysteria, as my mother used to call it.  

 That’s why I wasn’t necessarily concerned about my taking note of thermostats and such 

– I’d been told I had had periods of idiosyncratic and hysterical behavior before, especially while 
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I was attending college. For instance, there was a month when I couldn’t go a day without 

cutting my hair. I’d wake up for class each morning and find little imperfections in the haircut 

I’d given myself the day before and cut a little bit off to correct it, only to find more 

imperfections the next morning. This obviously didn’t last too long, because before I knew it, I’d 

clipped off all my hair. Once I was bald, it was a strange and difficult time having nothing to 

correct each morning, but I was able to overcome this period by filling my room with all sorts of 

plants and doing breathing exercises and yoga. 

 When I was just a block from my apartment, I heard an awful sound come from the 

darkness of the East. I felt a terrible fear, like when you hear the knob to your apartment jiggle at 

night and suddenly realize all the hideous things that might be behind your door. I looked up to 

see a single goose, flying toward the descending sun, honking, almost screaming, again and 

again, in an injured and panicked way. There were no other geese around – just this one, flying 

as fast as it could toward what remained of the daylight. It seemed to have unexpectedly lost 

something, its flock maybe, and I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to watch it as it was 

swallowed by the curve of the earth in an instant.  

 In bed that night, a dizzy and nauseous feeling overcame me. The temperature in my 

apartment seemed to be trembling, moving all the time from just below 70 to a few degrees 

above, then back again. Lying there awake, I got up to make note of the temperature two dozen 

times in an hour. I was sweating and thought for a moment that I might be coming down with a 

virus. I took my own temperature, but the thermometer just read 97.6. The thermostat in my 

room was verifying the undulating temperature, jumping back and forth from cool to hot and 

gradually getting hotter. My notepad read: Apartment, Night, 2/16 – 69, 72,70,75,71,78, etc.  

 At midnight, I recorded the temperature of my apartment at 93 degrees. At this point, I 

knew it wasn’t just me, and there was definitely a problem with the heating system. I splashed 

cold water on my face from the sink and lied naked and sweating on the cool hardwood of the 

kitchen floor, fanning myself with an issue of Vogue. I thought about knocking on the door of 

another apartment to see if other people were experiencing what I was, but I was afraid it might 

be rude since it was so late, and since none of the other tenets in my building liked me anyway. I 

also tried calling the apartment building’s maintenance manager, who was used to getting calls 

throughout the night, but was only able to leave him a voicemail.  
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 Around 1 am, the temperature within my apartment was at almost 100 degrees. I could 

run a cold bath, I thought, but I would never be able to sleep soundly in the tub. I left the 

maintenance manager another voicemail and tried to think of other ways to get to sleep as I 

stretched out on the couch with a bag of frozen peas on my forehead.  

 Just as I was able to shut my eyes, my throat seemed to start closing up. It was as if the 

air within the apartment had gotten so hot that my body simply couldn’t withstand it anymore, 

and I was choking on the heat. I started coughing and gagging on the thick, scalding air, and 

knew if I didn’t leave the apartment soon, I might literally be strangled to death. Knowing that it 

was also freezing outside, I bundled up as quickly as I could, throwing on jeans, boots, scarf, 

gloves, and coat, and left without even grabbing phone or wallet. 

 The air outside was like ice, but at least it was breathable. I was surprised not to see 

anyone else from the apartment building outside trying to escape the heat as well and supposed 

that maybe they just chose to tolerate it. I just needed to find somewhere that I could sleep for a 

couple hours before I could talk to someone in person about the apartment.  

 I walked toward the edge of campus, toward the river. Maybe there’s a quiet bridge there 

that I can rest my eyes under, I thought. Part of me started to fear that I might see a homeless 

person there, and if I did, that they would try to steal my coat, or my scarf, or worse. Thankfully, 

I only had my notepad in my coat pocket and was without any money. I started to shiver and 

walked faster to warm my body up.  

 When I got to the river, it didn’t take me long to find a bridge lit up by a streetlight, less 

daunting than the other, darker ones. I found the most comfortable spot I could on the frozen 

ground, and for a while, was on high alert, flinching at every small noise. I had really no idea 

why I was there – for some unconscious reason, it felt like the only option. All I knew was that I 

needed sleep, and for a while, I tried hard not to panic about all the things that I knew were 

lurking around me in the distant shadowy crevices. Slowly, I began to listen to the running water 

of the unfrozen river, and gradually started to feel calm, for the first time in what seemed like a 

long time. I didn’t hear the discord of the orchestra within my chest nor did I think about school 

or the temperature or the future. I just heard the trickling water, passing me and passing me.  

 I think I actually fell asleep for a minute or two but was abruptly awoken by a whiteness 

so intense and absolute that it stung my retinas before I even opened my eyes. I shielded my eyes 

to avoid being blinded and then heard someone say something. 
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 “What?” I said disoriented. 

 “Ma’am, you can’t sleep here, I’m sorry.” A policeman had his car’s spotlight pointed 

directly at me. “Are you okay?” 

 “Yes. I’m sorry,” I said getting up. “I’ll move.” 

 “Have you been drinking?” 

 “No.” 

 “Well, if you like, I can drive you over to the mission.” 

 “What?” 

 “The mission. The homeless shelter on the southside.”  

 I chuckled drowsily. “I’m not… er.”  

 “What?” he said. “Do you have a place to sleep? It’s too cold to stay out here.” I 

considered telling him about the apartment and the unbearable heat, but I didn’t want to. I don’t 

know exactly why. Maybe I was too frightened to go back. I was so tired, and all I wanted was 

somewhere cool to sleep peacefully for a while. 

 “No,” I said. “Can you take me to the shelter?” 

 “Are there many people staying there tonight, at the shelter?” I asked him, getting in the 

back of his squad car.  

 “Probably some,” he said. He looked at me through the rearview mirror and frowned. 

“Um… Do you have any identification on you?” He turned around to face me. 

 “No.”  

 “What’s your name?” Fearing that he might know my mother, her being the county 

prosecutor, I made one up.  

 “Cris… Smith.” 

 “Cris Smith? Is that short for Cristin?” 

 “Yeah.” 

 “So,” he said, starting to drive, “how does someone without a home end up with a coat 

like that?” 

 “I don’t know. It was a Christmas present.” 

 “You know, you could probably sell that and have the money for six months of rent for a 

cheap apartment. How old are you?” 

 “Twenty-nine.” 
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 “Well, you look like you’re twelve. What’re your parents’ names?” 

 “Cindy and Brad Smith. They’re far away from here.” 

 “How far is far?” 

 “They’re on the east coast. New York City.” 

 “Ah,” he said. “And how’d you end up here?” 

 “I left.” 

 “What does that mean?” 

 “I don’t know. I left.” 

 We drove for a while without saying anything, then he said something into the receiver. I 

feared for a moment that he was going to take me to the police station instead of the shelter to try 

and figure out who I was, and I started to feel unsettled. 

 “You look anxious back there,” he said. 

 “I’m just tired.”  

 “Well we’re almost there, sit tight.” Thankfully, we pulled up outside of a building with a 

sign out front that said “The Mission” with the T in “The” replaced with a big, red Christian 

cross. “I’ll walk you in.” 

 The policeman told me to sit in one of the chairs by the entryway while he talked to the 

person at the front desk. Then he rang a bell, as if to summon a hotel clerk, and out of a room 

behind the desk emerged a tired, unkempt looking man who seemed like he’d just woken up.  

 “Officer Dan! Hey!” he said groggily. 

 “Hi, Fred. Sorry to wake you, but I found Ms. Smith here under a bridge over on 

Sidharth.” Then, the policeman started to address Mr. Fred in a quieter voice, and I only caught 

some of his words. “I think she’s pretty young, but… mhm… I think maybe withdraws. Fidgety 

and kinda sweaty… Yeah, on the way… I don’t know… mhm… well, that’s what I was thinking 

but… coat… okay.” I started to feel sleepy sitting there, listening to them whisper to each other. 

All at once, the policeman returned to his normal voice: “Okay, well thank you, sir.” He turned 

to me on his way out and said, “Bye, Ms. Smith. Have a goodnight’s rest” and walked out the 

door.  

 The sleepy man then came out from the desk and approached me. “Hi, Ms. Smith. I’m 

Fred, one of the directors here. Are you doing alright? You must be pretty cold.” 

 “I’m okay, just tired.” 
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 “Ugh, me too.” There was a short pause, and then, “Officer Dan said your name was 

Cristin, can I call you that?” 

 “Cris is fine.” 

 “Well, Cris, this is a good, safe place that God has brought you to tonight. You should 

consider yourself lucky. We can offer you a bed here in the women’s dorm, we have plenty. You 

don’t have to pay us any money, the only payment we request is your attendance at the service in 

our chapel after breakfast. Can you do that?” 

 I almost told him that I had to be in class tomorrow, forgetting that it was tomorrow, and 

that I wasn’t supposed to be a student, but rather a person who’d lost their way. I can probably 

just skip class tomorrow, I thought. 

 “Sure, I can do that.” 

 “Wooonderful,” he said. “Now, normally we’d have you fill out some paperwork and talk 

a little more about your situation, but since it’s so late, and both you and I are tired, I think we 

can just do that tomorrow over breakfast, after we’ve had some rest. What do you say?”  

 “Sounds good.”  

 “Wooonderful. Now, the last thing I’ll say before we get you set up in a bed is that we 

can offer you additional services and recovery programs, and we can talk about all your needs 

tomorrow. Do you need a glass of water or women’s products? No? Everything sound good? I’ll 

go grab some clean sheets and a glass of water downstairs. Okay, okay.” When Fred came back, 

he’d spilled half the glass of water on himself trying to carry everything up the stairs. He handed 

me the glass and told me to follow him up to Women’s Dorm E.  

The room was dark, and he whispered to me that two other women were sleeping so he’d 

have to make my bed quietly. The darkened room, from what I could see, was filled with 

bunkbeds, probably five rows of them. Lots of the beds were empty, but I saw a few with some 

people lying soundly in them. Each empty bed had a leatherbound Holy Bible placed on it, and 

Fred handed my bed’s Bible to me before he dressed it with sheets. 

 “Goodnight, Cris,” he said on his way out. “God and I are happy you’re with us.” 

 I got into the bed and under the blanket Fred had left for me. It felt hot in the dorm room, 

and I kicked myself for neglecting to find the thermostat while the policeman was talking to 

Fred. I uncovered my legs and started to fan myself with the Bible. 
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 Then, someone in the bed directly next to me uncovered their head from beneath a 

blanket, looked around, turned on a flashlight, and began reading a book. I could see from the 

flashlight the person was reading Down and Out in Paris and London by George Orwell. I hadn’t 

read the book then, so I didn’t realize the meaning. The person saw me fanning myself with the 

Bible and said, “You think it’s hot in here too?” in a deep, man’s voice. 

 “Isn’t this a women’s dorm?” I whispered. 

 “Yeah,” the man said, “but the mattresses in here are so comfy. Men’s dorm has 

mattresses three decades old. Ain’t no way. Ain’t no way. So, I sneak in here at midnight. By the 

way, nice to meet you, I’m Boston, from Boston, Massachusetts.” 

 “Nice to meet you,” I said, laughing. “I’m –” 

 “Cris,” he said. “I heard Fred say it on the way out.” 

 “Do you always successfully elude Fred?” 

 “Not always,” he said. “Sometimes he catches me and chews my ass out. But he can’t 

stop me from comin’ in here, not without gettin’ new mattresses in the men’s dorm. Feel how 

nice these are? They like… memory foam or somethin’.” 

 As Boston spoke, it seemed to me like the temperature in the room kept rising and rising. 

The Bible started to feel inadequate, and I fell into a panic realizing that the same problem I had 

experienced at my apartment was also happening here. Perhaps it was a problem city-wide, 

maybe nationwide, who knew. I started gasping, feeling the air again turn thick and hot.  

 “Hey, you okay miss?” whispered Boston. 

 “It’s just so hot in here. I can barely breath.” 

 “You know, if you goin’ through withdraws, they have stuff for that here.” 

 “No, I’m not,” I said, starting cry, “I haven’t done any drugs.” Boston laid next to me, 

studying me. 

 “Well, what do you say we go outside for some fresh air? I’ll go with you.” he said. I 

looked at him. He was a man of about forty-five, unshaven, with a small scar on his left cheek, 

and big, big brown eyes that something in me detected the sweetest sincerity within. I was 

weary, but desperate to trust him, and said “Okay.” 

 He grabbed his book and tip-toed to the men’s dorm to get his clothes. He emerged with a 

small backpack full of things and told me if we were quiet, we could probably get passed sleepy 
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Fred at the front desk. We managed to get out the front door, which was apparently the only one 

unlocked at that time of night, and took some deep gulps of the cold, outside air. 

 “Thank god,” I said. “I thought I was going to choke.” 

 Boston laughed, “Well, I thought it was hot, but not that hot.”  

We began walking back towards the center of town, together under the orange light of the 

streetlamps. Then Boston said, “It’s probably ‘bout time I got out of there; I’ve stayed too long.” 

 “You’re leaving for good?” 

 “Yup, and I’m happy ‘bout it. The food and the sleep is nice, but jesus! They had me 

goin’ to church every damn day, and they were convinced I’m an alcoholic. Had me on a 

‘therapeutic Christ-centered twelve step recovery process,’” he said, and I gathered he was doing 

his best impression of Fred. “All for just wantin’ a drink every now and then, like any normal 

person does. They kept tellin’ me and tellin’ me, ‘you can build a life-changing relationship with 

God, who created you, and return to the path that he designed just for you.’ I’ll tell you what, I’m 

absolutely tired of that shit. And look at this,” he said. Reaching into his backpack, he got out a 

piece of paper with a list on it. “These are the twelve steps to the recovery program they had me 

on. Look at number two, ‘Started believing truthfully and completely that Jesus can restore my 

sanity.’ Like I’m absolutely insane. And check number six, this is the one I made it to, ‘Willing 

to have the God almighty remove every single defect of my character.’ Like, what? Isn’t it our 

defects that make us human? Isn’t it the defects that make life interesting? Without the defects, 

wouldn’t life just be so boring that we’d all be almost numb to it? I know they mean well and 

they really tryin’ to help somebody, but teaching addicts to feel guilty I don’t think is morally 

responsible, do you? Sorry, I know we just met and I’ve been talking your ear off, I obviously 

have lots of thoughts about that place.” 

 “Yeah, I think I see your point,” I said. 

 We soon came upon a Catholic church just outside of downtown that Boston said we 

might be able to sleep in. “Sometimes they keep their doors unlocked all night in case anyone 

wants to come light a candle ‘n pray,” he said. The church had a tall steeple and big, heavy 

wooden doors. When we entered, our footsteps echoed throughout the church, and Boston told 

me to dip my hands in a little bowl of water which sat just inside the door and make the sign of 

the cross, touching my head, my chest, and each shoulder. He said he didn’t know what it meant, 

but he’d seen lots of athletes do it, so he figured it brought you luck.  
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 There were rows and rows of wooden pews and an alter at the front. Boston walked past 

the alter and opened the small door of a golden container. Inside it, he found a loaf of bread and a 

bottle of wine, and turning to me said, “Let’s eat!”  

 We sat in a pew near the back and shared the bread, tearing small pieces from the loaf, 

and with each piece Boston took a swig of the wine. I asked him what he thought about being 

homeless. 

 “I don’t know, I get by,” he said. “I got fired from my last job in Philadelphia for 

drinking on the job and really haven’t been able to find work that will sustain me since. Like I 

said, I find a way to survive though. There’s all sorts of places like The Mission that you can go, 

but all of them shove the God stuff down your throat ‘n make you feel like you’re guilty of 

somethin’ ‘n if you don’t right your wrongs then you’re not gettin’ to heaven.  

“What makes me feel better is stuff like this,” he said, getting out his copy of Orwell’s 

Down and Out. “There’s a bum in this book that believes that no matter how much you suffer, if 

you keep your mind workin’, you can always be free. Look here, it says… um… it says, ‘He 

might be ragged and cold, or even starving,’… ‘but so long as he could read, think’… ‘and watch 

for meteors, he was, as he said, free in his own mind.’
3
 Isn’t that a gorgeous thought? Hey, 

what’s wrong?” 

 I had tears streaming down my face and dripping off my chin. “God, I wish I knew,” I 

said. “I think it has to do with seeing a homeless man kill himself a couple weeks ago.” 

 “Yeah,” Boston nodded, “I think I knew him. He killed himself in the library?” 

 “Yes. I was there studying. He came in shivering so badly, crying, asking for help. There 

was only a janitor, a librarian, and me, and he was begging us to help him. On his knees, 

begging.” Boston just looked at me through his big, unmoving eyes. 

“I was frozen, just watching as the other two were screaming at him to leave, telling him 

if he didn’t get out, they’d call the police. ‘But I’m so cold,’ he kept crying. ‘I can’t go back out 

there, I can’t. Please, I’m so cold.’ And the librarian called the police and told them there was a 

dirty homeless man intruding the library and to come as quickly as possible. I know she was 

scared, but he was just kneeling there in the lobby, sobbing and sobbing, needing somebody, at 

the bottom of everything. And then he got out a knife, said a prayer, and killed himself. My 

parents told me it was nobody’s fault but his, and that if I was shaken up about it, to just 

remember that that’s what drugs and laziness do to people. But really, I’m not shaken up. I’m not 
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shaken up at all. I’m realizing that that man’s blood is drowning me in guilt. I feel so… so guilty. 

I feel guilty that I have so much that he didn’t, and that I’ll inevitably continue to have so much 

that he and people like him never will, and there seems to be nothing I can do to change it, like 

my fate was determined long ago, and I don’t even have to try to get ahead, or want for anything. 

And now, I can’t stop worrying about everything. Like look, look at this notepad. Everywhere I 

go, I take down the temperature on the thermostat to see how much warmer I am than that 

homeless man got to be. Look!” 

 Boston took the notepad and flipped through it. With each small page he turned, his big 

eyes got bigger, and his face seemed to contort into a strange, almost frightened expression. His 

physiognomy began to wince at the pages, as if he were seeing something distressful and 

horrifying.  

“Honey,” he said, “what in the hell… is this?” 

Before I could answer him, or see what was actually in the notepad, a man came through 

the door at the back of the church. 

“Hi,” the man said, “I’m the priest of this parish, are you folks here to pray?” 

“Um… yes,” said Boston. 

“Okay, well, it’s just, I sleep in a room behind the church, and your voices woke me up. 

It sounded like you were yelling. Please, just keep your voices to yourself and, once you’re done, 

quietly leave.” 

“Got it,” said Boston. He waited for the priest shut the door behind him until he spoke 

again. “Okay, never mind this notepad, but it’s staying with me,” he said, putting it into his 

backpack. 

“No!” I yelled. 

“Shhhh, the priest. So, is this why you were upset earlier, back at The Mission?” 

“Yes! God, yes.” 

“Shhhh.” 

“I can’t be inside and sleep knowing I get to be warm. I can’t. It chokes me.” 

“Well how do we solve your problem, then? What, you want it to be warm everywhere?” 

“Yes!” 

“Shhhh. Then move to Florida. Otherwise, it’s impossible. Gotta wait until summertime, 

and even that doesn’t last forever.” 
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“I can’t,” I said, crying, feeling like a child, too tired to think of ways to heal myself. 

“You know,” Boston said, touching my wet cheek and turning my head to look at him, 

“I’m pretty sure I read a quote once that reminds me a little of you, and maybe a little of me too. 

I think it goes somethin’ like, ‘It is no measure of health to be well adjusted to a profoundly sick 

society.’ And I think I know what you mean. It’s such a sad thing to realize that there’ll always 

be people that have and people that don’t. So sad, in fact, that it feels almost better if you hadn’t 

realized it in the first place. We’ll probably never be able to completely fix it… but for now… 

hey, look, maybe we can do something small. Maybe we can let a little cold air in for once.” 

As he said this, Boston grabbed his wine bottle, swallowed the last drink, and threw it at 

the big stained-glass window behind me. I turned to see the bottle go flying through the window, 

and, with the first beams of the rising sun penetrating where the window used to be, a dreamy 

kaleidoscope was sent flying, and then falling, through the air, waking everything up. 
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It’s early and steam rises from below my window. 

The rising sun connects with the steam to make it glow, 

And obviously I’m facing east, 

And obviously I haven’t been to bed, 

 But I’ve certainly been dreaming. 

It’s early and steam’s been rising from my nostrils and mouth. 

While I sat awake in my chair I dreamt of  

Levitating from this ground that we walk –  

Focusing so hard on lifting up that you actually do. 

Not rocket shoes, nor shaman potions, nor winged shuttles, 

Nor vegan spices, nor hybrid cars, nor hypnotic rectangles, 

Nor exquisite stones, nor clandestine planets, nor silent gods 

Could get me off the ground if they tried. 

And my head worked like a factory, 

Like a grand piece of machinery, 

Or a house gasping to warm its company, 

And billows of steam gushed out of my nostrils and mouth. 

I worked my way off the floor and into the sky, 

Just to get tangled in the powerlines above. 

For a moment I dozed in my hammock  

With worms of electricity flashing across me, 

Telephone words swimming swiftly below me, 

And I awoke, with small crystals of frost on my cheek, 

To a baptism of dove shit falling from my head to the street. 
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