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To anyone who helped keep me from ending up 

Warren. 

Especially the ones I don’t know yet. 

Keep up the good work, guys. 

 





 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to the first of the 40% Stories. It was a concept I came 

up with just before starting this book: take little moments from life; things 

that happened to me, or I had done, the things I either wanted to 

remember, or wanted to forget, and wrap them up in a thick bed of fiction. 

Let all my best memories be kept safe, where I wouldn’t forget them due 

to the failing flesh of my brain. Pull out all my worst memories, and lock 

them up, where they’ll become the burden of a character, just another line 

in a story. In order to keep the story what it should be; a fictional story 

about people that aren’t real, no one story would have more than 40% of 

my own experience, and should be surrounded by experiences and people 

unique to the characters in the story. Which means that, while there are 

things that I did experience first-hand mixed in there, all the characters 

themselves are works of fiction, and even those events based on fact may 
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way. Any such instances were just an inspiration for a story, and a little 

personal tie to it. I hope you’ll enjoy the tale, despite this, simply for itself 
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“They broke the mold when they made you, 

Warren.” 

 

“They broke the mold after they made all of us. 

Now we get to spend the rest of our lives searching 

for the pieces, to put back together, just so we can 

see who we are, and what we’re supposed to be.” 
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Chris 
 

I still remember our last real conversation. It was just after we moved 
into this duplex together. He sat on the chair across from me, absent-mindedly 
rubbing his fingers over the fresh scabs and scratches on his knuckles and 
fingers. His eyes were distant, staring off into worlds beyond, through the corner 
of the floor of the room. 
 “I don’t know…I just get so angry sometimes. It feels like my heart is 
going to stop. Like it is going to swell with anger and hatred and adrenaline and 
just pop; crushed by my lungs and stomach.” 
 I had been there when he put his fist through the wall the night before. It 
was a sudden explosion of anger the likes of which people rarely get to see; a 
hideous transformation of a man into…I don’t know, something else. So quickly 
he just exploded that I couldn’t even begin catch on to what was happening 
before I saw his arm inside the wall, halfway to the elbow. 
 “I can’t even think when it happens. It’s like being at the beach on a 
stormy day, just waves and wind and the roaring of the water and air coming 
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together so fast. Only I can’t walk away from it; I can’t go inside to get out of it. 
It follows me, and just gets louder until something breaks.” 

He had been fine all day, talking and acting normally, only when nobody 
was in the room there with him, or there wasn’t any conversation going on, he 
was quieter. Somehow more detached, pulled away from it, like a news anchor 
on a video uplink that just can’t stay connected. And then in the evening, like a 
shot from a cannon, he snapped. He swore and swung, tearing through drywall 
like tissue. Even as he was pulling his arm free from the newly made hole, his 
hand bleeding, he looked no calmer—his eyes were still cold and narrow, and his 
body still held tight like an animal about to kill something. 

“Sometimes I can see myself, and I know what I want to do is rash, and 
wrong. The logical parts of me tell me to stop. But really, deep down…I don’t 
care. I could be doing anything in the world right then, the most horrible, 
depraved thing you could think of, and I wouldn’t care. I would keep on doing it, 
and relish it. And nothing on earth could get me to stop.” 

He stepped away from the wall, and I hoped he was done, but his face 
was twisted into a mask of anger, of hatred. His lips snarled and foamed, his teeth 
clenched tight. He yelled, just sounds now, not even words, and I was starting to 
get scared. I mean, when someone just goes off like that, what do you do? You 
really have no idea what’s coming next. The phone book that had been sitting on 
the table was hurled against the wall, leaving a deep impression, perfectly 
shaped, from the corner, and tearing the book to several pieces, pages scattering. 
Another dent was placed in the kitchen table by already bleeding knuckles. A 
doorframe was permanently off-center after a loud, slamming kick that shook the 
whole damn place. It was like living in the same house as a hurricane, where you 
couldn’t stop it, couldn’t prevent the damage, and knew if you got too close, you 
may get injured in the fury as well. It wasn’t always easy, but Warren was a 
friend, and we were all used to it by then. 

The present can change the way we see the past so much that you have to 
wonder how much you actually saw, and how much you just think you should 
have. Looking back, I don’t know that I can remember much of how things really 
were, at least not for certain. We all grew up together, knew each other for years. 
But no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to remember if Warren’s temper was 
always so explosive, or if it was a progressive change. Facts and history get all 
wrapped up in current events and rumors, you know? So many people have come 
forward with stories about him; something he did or said or whatever, but that 
doesn’t necessarily mean anything. I’m not sure anybody has ever known exactly 
which rumors were true, and which weren’t. Not even Warren. I don’t think he 
was anywhere near as bad as everyone said, or as I remember hearing so 
constantly from the other kids at school. But I honestly can’t imagine him as a 
chubby, smiling little kid so full of the desire to help and be loved that fills 
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children of kindergarten age, either. He told us stories once or twice about biting 
people when he was little and provoked. That I can see; more wild animal than 
violent criminal. It’s never been a good idea to push him too far into a corner.  

“When I was young once, lets say two or three, I went to the doctor. The 
nurse wasn’t very warm, or very good with kids. Something. I’m told she had 
been used to dealing mostly with adults, and wasn’t used to having to coax kids 
into doing whatever it is she needed done. So instead of trying, she was just 
moving my arms and legs around, like I was a rag-doll, and I was just glaring 
right back at her the whole time. When she had to get my weight, she picked me 
up and plopped me down on the scale used to weight babies. Sick of being tossed 
around, I took the opportunity to bite her. I had a good grip, too, and apparently 
just wouldn’t let go. So, naturally, she slapped me on the back to jar my mouth 
open, and stormed out of the room. I didn’t cry, just sat there looking a little 
shocked, most likely wondering how the tables got turned on me so quickly, but 
there was a huge, red, well-defined hand-print on my back. And not long after, 
the doctor rushed in, full of apology and sincerity, promising us the nurse would 
never work with children again, and doing all the nurses duties himself. I never 
cried or whined about my back, just sat and looked vaguely proud over what I’m 
sure I must have considered a victory. I guess I’ve always been a bit of a violent 
bastard.” 

And so he was. Whether a learned habit or a genetic predisposition; 
something he grew into, or the way he was born, it was something you just 
naturally associated with him. It wasn’t so much that he was a really rotten 
person. He didn’t kick cats or steal from children. He was a good guy most of the 
time. There was nobody you could count on more if you needed help, and he was 
smart as Hell. He just had a temper like a rabid wolf, and this general numbness 
to anything having to do with people. His understanding of people, what 
offended them, what made them uneasy, was so low that in all the years I knew 
him, he never understood why he might want to avoid telling certain jokes in 
mixed company. A joke was a joke, and if something struck him as funny, even if 
it was a joke dealing with some kind of sensitive topic like minorities or people’s 
nationalities or national tragedies, he’d tell it wherever he was. He didn’t have 
that internal line between what was appropriate, and everything else. I can’t 
remember all the times I tried to explain it to him. 

“It’s a joke. Just because I think jokes about Micks are funny doesn’t 
mean I hate them. I don’t dream about firebombing Irish pubs or anything. Shit, 
man, they do enough of that themselves. I just think these people who get so 
offended are gutless sacks of retard and cowardice with no sense of humor. Just 
because you have some Jewish friends it doesn’t mean a joke about a Jew can’t 
be funny. That’s too narrow a way to see it, you know? I laugh when people 
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make fun of white guys. They need to grow a fucking spine, and if that means 
people like me staying around to toughen them up, then so be it.” 

That was almost his philosophy on all life. For the would to toughen up. 
He himself had been toughened up so much over the years that he couldn’t stand 
to see weakness in anyone else. I think it make him physically ill, and incredibly 
angry. Weakness was just someone failing to make themselves better or stronger. 
They were either just asking to be hurt, or looking for an excuse to moan and cry. 
Warren couldn’t stand whining, and I don’t think anyone would have ever 
believed he cried, even as a child.  

I visited him once when he was at work, back when he was working for 
this big deal furniture importer. Some of the wicker chairs, hand woven by some 
kind of indigenous islander of course, were damaged and were to be thrown 
away. They had to be marked in such a way as to make it impossible for someone 
to pull them out of the dumpster and then try and return them to the store. The 
standard was to spray-paint on them, so they couldn’t be returned. He chose to 
smash them to pieces. He considered it one of the perks of his job. I approached 
him out behind the store, surrounded by random bits of furniture and chunks of 
wicker, some pieces so smashed up that they looked like what’s left in the bottom 
of a bag of Mini Wheats after the cereal is all gone. He had a chair in his hands 
that was torn apart, missing half the seat and a leg, huge holes through it, and 
barely holding together whatever was left. He was so enthralled in what he was 
doing that he didn’t even notice me coming. He looked a little winded, slightly 
hunched over like an angry tiger, stalking and attacking something not long for 
this world. He picked up the chair by it’s back, and swung it around full circle, 
like an Olympic hammer, and smashed it into the wall. Tiny pieces of reed flew 
into the air, and one of the arms broke loose, and swung around, hitting him in 
the leg. He stood, still holding onto the back with one hand, his other hand 
holding the arm that hit him against his leg, where it struck, staring at the 
wrecked pile.  

“I respect your wish to not be destroyed, but trying to fight back really 
isn’t going to get you anywhere. It was a pretty good hit, sure, but I’m still gonna 
tear you to pieces and throw you away.” He mumbled something else at the chair, 
and then turned toward me, like I had an appointment and he was expecting me. 
“Slightly used chairs for sale. No refunds.”  

“I’ll pass, man. I just came by to see if you felt like getting something to 
eat. When is your lunch?” 

“Whenever. Now is fine. Hold on.” He turned his attention back to his 
chair. He started to slowly pull the arm away from his leg. It wasn’t until it was 
all the way out that I saw the nail, nearly three inches long, that had been used to 
hold the chair together, and was now stuck all the way in his leg. He pulled down 
his mouth into an exaggerated cross of frustration and curiosity, and nodded at 
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the nail, and then dropped the whole chair, briefly inspecting the hole it had torn 
in his slacks.  

“Jesus, man. Tell me it just scratched you.” 
“Nope. Full penetration.” 
“Shit. Was the nail rusty or anything?” 
“Everything metal in this store is weathered and rusty. Its shabby-sheik.”  
“Do you know when your last tetanus shot was?” 
“Probably one of the many shots they gave me when I was a kid.” 
“Maybe we should go to the doctor.” 
“You worry too much. I’m hungry. I’ll be right back.” He dragged the 

chair, swung it over his head, and threw it at the cinder block half-wall that 
surrounded the dumpsters behind the store. The arm and one of the legs snapped 
off and went flying. He walked through the door to the back room chuckling to 
himself. After a few minutes, I could hear him coming back, talking to his 
coworkers.  

“You all worry like a bunch of old women. Nobody has died of tetanus 
since 1867. I’m going to take my lunch now. I’ll clean up back there when I get 
done.” He came back through the door, kicking the doorstop so it swung shut and 
locked behind him.  And that was it. Aside from the shiny stain on his pants 
where his blood had dried, it was as though nothing had happened. All through 
lunch, or afterwards, he never once limped, never mentioned any pain, even 
discomfort. It was something in the past, just another thing that had happened, so 
it wasn’t worth worrying about. That was how he was. Letting the chair hurt him 
would have been a sign of weakness to him, would have meant he let something 
small and insignificant have control over him for a while. I don’t think it was 
even a matter of not complaining about the pain. I think he refused to let himself 
even feel pain. And that’s how it always was. At least, that’s how I always saw 
him.  

There was a time, back when he was dating this girl named Haligh, in 
which he had been weak himself. I wasn’t around him much then; we drifted 
apart when I started going to another school. The same one Haligh went to, 
actually, and we had a lot of the same friends, but I hadn’t been around Warren 
for a while, so it was a while before I even heard about them being together in the 
first place. Anyway, I was driving down the street from my friend’s house once, 
and I saw Warren walking at the side of the road. I pulled over and asked him to 
come with me. I hadn’t seen him in a while, and wanted to have lunch. It took 
some talking, but he finally agreed, and we went to Burger King. While he was 
eating, his sleeve shifted a little. I saw some bandages around his left wrist. I 
grabbed his arm and pulled his sleeve up a little, and saw that the bandages 
actually went all the way up his forearm. When I asked him what the fuck he’d 
been doing, he just mumbled that Haligh had left him a month ago. Since we 
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were in the same circles at school, I saw Haligh around a lot. So I nodded, and 
pointed out that it had been two months. Like I said, she and I saw each other all 
the time; I knew what was happening with her, but I had no idea what had gone 
on between the two of them. He didn’t say anything, so I explained that it had to 
have been two months, because that’s when she started dating another guy. And 
then he nodded, and said she did, but she dumped him a month ago. So I caught 
on. It still didn’t strike me as weakness then, seeing the look on his face. It was 
like worn granite. He still looked cold and fierce, but with this new kind of 
emptiness. The thought of him seriously trying to do anything to himself was too 
bizarre, to out of character, for me to comprehend fully at the time. Sitting across 
from him then, I just felt the pain radiating off him, and a little uneasiness that 
came from the realization that the meanest, toughest guy I had ever met in my 
life had just lost his whole reason for trying to be soft, and he was probably 
looking for an excuse to make someone bleed. 

Later, when we were closer friends again, and he was rummaging 
through drawers looking for some memento from our childhood I was asking 
about; some pictures of our first garage band when we were in school. He 
brought a box out of a drawer so he could look behind. I asked what was inside, 
and opened before he could answer. It was a bunch of things from his time with 
Haligh. Pictures of them together, a picture of her wearing nothing but a pair of 
tight vinyl pants he bought her, one of her bras, stuffed animals, jewelry, a little 
box with a pair of torn panties inside (he said she made him promise to keep 
them after he tore them off with his teeth, and if you know Warren, you know 
how serious a promise was to him). And at the bottom was a stack of letters. So I 
read one. It was one of a series between the two of them, right after the breakup. 
In them he pleaded with her to take him back, went on and on about good times 
and love and how he was sorry for anything he may have done to drive her away. 
He didn’t even know what it could have been, so he apologized for almost 
everything he could think of. The list literally included every aspect of who he 
was aside from his hair, which he was always too fond of to blame for anything. 
It was a different person than I had ever heard before. I thought it was a joke at 
first, but there were more of them. I had never known Warren to be anything but 
a hard-ass, and up until then, even if he showed some kind of emotion, he still fit 
that image. Pleading wasn’t something he did. I didn’t want to believe it was him 
at the time, and I didn’t want to read anymore. I asked him to throw them away, 
but he just gave me some line about how it was important to remember who you 
were, so you remember how you got to be who you are now. Which sounded 
impressive enough at the time, in his simple way, and it helped cover up the fact 
that he was, essentially, full of shit.  

 It wasn’t until we moved in together that I started to consider any 
alternatives to who he really was. Up until then Warren was the same person I 
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had known for years (aside from the letters, which I wrote off as a fluke brought 
about by an evil bitch). He was this guy who could take on an entire bar-room 
brawl by himself, who could get shot repeatedly and still move and act as though 
he had just been stung by a bee. As far as I was concerned he was the Mad Monk 
Rasputin reborn, with a smaller. Even for the first month of so, it was about what 
I had expected. Whenever I was home, he didn’t say much, he watched movies, 
ate at odd times, stayed up for days and then just wander off and go to bed 
without a word. I don’t think he did anything much different when I was there, 
than when I wasn’t. In the mornings, and on weekend nights, he would go to the 
garage and work out, lifting weights or boxing with the big seventy-pound bag he 
had in there. And some nights, probably every night, he walked a mile to the post 
office and a mile back. We had a mailbox right in front of the house, but he paid 
for a year of the post office box anyway, and insisted all the bills be sent there. 
He just wanted somewhere to walk to. Every once in a while he would get angry 
about something, and go outside to smash whatever was making him mad with a 
bat, or I would find my clothes from the dryer scattered around the garage, or 
angry notes telling me to “do the fucking dishes.”   But it wasn’t often, and if I 
just ignored it, he usually wouldn’t say anything else about it. 

Somewhere near the end of that first month, or the beginning of the next 
one, we were invited to a party. A friend of ours that had gone away to college, 
but wanted us to drive out for this. It was only a two or three hour drive, 
normally. He brought something to read for the car trip, and headphones. When I 
suggested that we could have a conversation, instead, he shrugged and said ‘its 
worth a try,’ but not much was said for the duration of the trip. When we got to 
the party, he sat down. He had a soda; he almost never drank alcohol in front of 
people, and he spoke with Anna a while, who had invited us. We didn’t know 
anyone else who was there, all friends of hers from school who were sitting in a 
circle talking. Warren sat against the wall, looking drowsy. A few more people 
showed up, some of which we knew from home. A friend of ours who had also 
moved for school, Russell, and Stacy, who was Haligh’s best friend back in 
school along with some of Anna’s friends from college who we didn’t know. 
Russ and Warren talked a little, but they never had much to say to one another. 
I’m not sure how good of friends they were. They played music together for a 
while, and Warren used to spend a lot of time at Russell’s house, but whether or 
not they ever even saw each other on one another’s accord, I don’t know. 
Probably not. They didn’t have much in common. And at some point I saw Stacy 
go over and talk to him for some time. It wasn’t really too odd that he sat and 
smiled and spoke like friends with these two people he hadn’t seen in months, or 
years, or even that he started talking movies and music with some guy in a suit; 
he generally acted as though he was comfortable everywhere he was. What was 
odd was that when he wasn’t doing those things, he wasn’t doing much of 
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anything. He just sat there, against the wall. He stared vacantly at a stuffed 
animal sitting on a small table. If someone stepped in front of him, he would 
move his glance, slightly, so he wasn’t staring at them. Every once in a while, he 
would move his head around. Glance over the room. But when I took Anna to the 
back room to show her some songs I had been making on the computer, he stayed 
where he had been. And when we went outside, he stayed in. During the car ride 
home, a five hour trip now, since snow had been falling hard and fast since we 
drove up there, He didn’t say much, either. He mostly stared out the window at 
the snow. At some point he had a mind to read George Orwell out loud in the 
most professorial voice he could, but his throat became sore quickly, and the urge 
passed fairly quickly. When we got back, he read, boxed, and went to sleep. He 
didn’t say anything about the party later, whether he had a good time or not.  

Talking about things wasn’t really his style. Wasn’t how he got things 
done. Earlier in the month he shaved off all the hair on his head and face. It’s 
something he never would have even considered before, but, sure enough, he did 
it. And for charity even. For kids. Told everyone he was drunk, and it seemed 
like a good idea. But he wasn’t. He was sober when he thought it up, and sober 
while he shaved. It wasn’t until a while after that he started to drink. And he did 
drink. Swallowed the better part of a bottle of vodka, and some hard lemonades. 
Ended up puking all over my bathroom. It was the first time I think I’ve ever 
seen him throw up, I think, since he was too big a badass to get the flue, and I 
know for a fact it was the first time I ever saw him drink that much. But if 
anything was bothering him, he wanted to keep it a secret, because he never 
mentioned any of it to me. Not a single word. Even while drunk, when most 
people get sentimental and try to share with one another. He was more 
sentimental about special edition dvds than he was about people, or anything else 
I could understand. And whenever I came home from work, he would sit there, 
reading. If I was going out, he never asked to come along. Not even when the 
company he was working for let go a hundred people from his office building, 
him among them, did he tell me about any of it. I even asked him once, when I 
noticed he had been home in the daytime. His only reply was; ‘What, six months 
and I'm not allowed any vacation?” It wasn't until a week later when I asked how 
long vacation he got when he said 'I thought you knew I was just fucking with 
you. I'm fired.' He had been laid off with the other ninety-nine people, with less 
than a weeks notice. None of them had much hope of finding new work in the 
future. Unemployment rates were already pretty high before they were let go. 
Last time he had lost a job, he had been without one for quite a long damn time. 
Whenever I asked how we were going to pay the rent, he would either laugh and 
joke, or he would avoid the subject entirely, ignoring that I had said anything at 
all. Once he just sat down beside me at the counter and set down his drink. He 
turned, looked at me as though he couldn’t possibly care less. 
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"You know that the only time you speak to me anymore is to complain or 
ask me about whether or not I have any money or job prospects? I don't much 
care for either subject. I have my own problems. After all," he stood up and 
picked up his half-empty bottle "this is my last Mike's."  

I have to admit that I didn't really feel too much like talking to him after 
that. He was being kind of a dick in general. I made plans to get a place of my 
own, since he had no idea of how he was going to pay for his half of the bills. I 
had to take out a loan to pay for the overage of the cost of living there against 
how much I made. It wasn't until I had already been speaking to the people at one 
of my friend's apartment buildings and the loan lady at the bank that he said he 
didn’t think we'd have to leave. For all the good it did me; I had already decided 
to go.  

I didn't stay there too much afterwards. We had proven to each other that 
neither of us really had much use for the other. The more time I spent there, the 
less we got along. On a good night we would sit and watch cartoons in the same 
room without speaking to one another or looking at one another. Most nights, we 
argued in polite ways, saying things just to piss one another off, until eventually I 
was sick of it and left anyway. That was something he always had over me. You 
could never make him feel anything, at least not in anyway I could tell. And he 
would never leave. He was like a dog in a staring contest; if he started something, 
he wouldn't lose. It wasn't in his capability to lose. The house was his stronghold, 
and there was nothing that could make him give it up. I could have charged in 
there with knives and guns, and he would have fought me off with his own 
personal arsenal until one of us was dead, and in all honesty, in all probability, I 
seriously doubt it would have been him.  

And every night I came home, from the time I told him I was moving, 
something else was packed together. Before I moved out, he had packed up more 
of my shit than I had. It started with just the things in the kitchen, separated 
everything that was mine. Then they were all put together in boxes. Then the 
things in the garage were all put together to one side. He told me he would like 
the furniture I was borrowing cleared off, so he could be sure I was not going to 
run off with it. When I got it cleared off, and got the first load moved over to my 
new place, I stayed there and with my girlfriend for a few nights. I wasn't 
comfortable bringing girls home even before he started packing my things up for 
me. Now I was fairly certain that he would go out of his way to humiliate me in 
front of her. After a few days I came back, and he had moved everything else I 
owned into the garage, and re-arranged all the furniture in the house. He seemed 
pretty happy to have me gone. He was asleep when I came to get most of the rest 
of my things. He put the rest in a smaller pile. When I came back for it, he barely 
said anything. That was it. We were done.  
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I only saw him again once after that, when I came back to get my 
whiskey and wine that he had forgotten to pack for me. He didn’t say much then, 
either. Mumbled and then closed the door. I hadn't even heard anything about 
him until months later, when I ran into someone who used to be a mutual friends 
at the grocery store. I asked how Warren had been doing, if they were still in 
contact. That’s when I got the news. I don't know exactly what to think, even 
now. I guess it makes a little sense, if you think back to his early years; maybe 
what I thought was anger was really depression. Especially considering what he 
did to himself after Haligh. He was always stubborn. Prone to turning his back on 
his friends. It had been a while since we were close, so I can’t say it really made 
me sad. It had been a while since he had been really around for me anyway. So 
him killing himself was just some news to pass on, something to think about. I’d 
spent my time trying to he there for him, or understand him. He always had to be 
so closed off, so willing to turn his back on the world. If you push away all your 
friends, then how can you blame people for not being around? But that was his 
way. Warren said it himself; he was always a bit of a bastard.  
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Jason 
 
 I didn’t know him for that long a time, but he always seemed like a nice 
guy to me. We met at work. It was a temp job, where the company we worked for 
was hiring a lot of people to help deal with the massive influx of work coming in, 
and didn’t want to have to fire a bunch of real employees when the work surge 
ended. We signed up at the same time, so we went through our official training 
together. Have to admit, I didn’t think much of him then. He was just quiet, and 
looked like a hillbilly who wandered off his mountain compound with a massive, 
unruly beard and a lot of very long hair. Showed up for the first meeting in a 
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flannel shirt and work boots, and constantly looked either irritated, bored, or 
confused, while still somehow giving the appearance that he didn’t seem to care 
much at all about anything that happened. To see him, you’d think that he never 
seemed to pay attention to the learning, never volunteered for anything, and 
certainly never asked a question. When we were between learning, and a group 
of us were just screwing around, he would, sometimes, say something funny; 
some wise-crack or another about what we were talking about, and then back to 
the quiet, sitting there with what looked like a grin hiding beneath all the hair, 
listening. It was actually a little strange. But when we got our first crack at the 
computer, he and the fat guy…I forget his name, but they were partnered on the 
same computer. They got it figured out the quickest. Our instructor was trying to 
use them as an example, and asked a question. The other guy, the big one, was 
left struggling trying to explain what it was exactly they had done to get their 
final printout, a point he had a hard time making on his own. Warren was too 
busy stifling a yawn and trying not to fall over asleep on the desk.  

The next week we lost a lot of people, the group was cut down quite a 
bit. I half expected him to be one of the ones to not show up. But, sure enough, 
he moseyed on in just before it was time to start, tucking a book into the worn 
and somewhat tattered courier bag he carried with him. Halfway through the 
instruction and practice files, he started rummaging through what he claimed was 
his sister’s desk to look for snacks. When our instructor, Kim, started glaring at 
him, trying to ignore that he was rummaging and making noise instead of paying 
attention, he took no notice. Finally he found a box of lemonheads, and resumed 
pretending to listen. And it was with this half-interest that he finished out the 
week, staring at his file when we were supposed to be working, played with the 
computer when we were learning computers, and sat quietly when we were 
listening.  

The next week the new group of trainees came in. Those that remained of 
our dwindling number were each paired with two of the newbies. He was paired 
with an older woman named Carol and a girl named Marissa.  Couldn’t really say 
how interested he was in the actual training of them, but he sat in front of the 
computer with the calm and poise of Captain Kirk, and explained the entire 
process of the job as though he had been in the business for a year, instead of 
being in a financial institution for the first time ever. They paused only then Kim 
was explaining something new, and they resumed again afterwards. When he 
spoke, he spoke quietly, and in between the details of the job and on breaks he 
was talking to them both as though they had met at a diner or something. I know 
it stuck me as strange that this guy who looked like a bewildered wild-man, 
crazed and covered with hair, who seemed to be completely comfortable both 
with the job and with chatting up his coworkers. If I saw him on the street, I may 
have been surprised that he could even drive a damn car. Yet he still seemed to 
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get along with them pretty well. He joked a lot with Carol about the fact that she 
did math problems to stay awake, and he and Marissa just joked a lot in general. 
They laughed and flirted and played off her wild sense of humor and strange and 
nearly unnatural love of skittle, and the way her nose wrinkles whenever she 
laughed or smiled or looked concerned. And since that time, he called her Mouse. 
Apparently she said that’s what she was known as among her friends and family. 
‘Mouse’ was very fond of animals, had a big hippy streak through her; a little 
wild, a little energetic, a little off, maybe. She had intense mood swings from 
happy and playful to angry and malicious. Smart, though, studied biological 
chemistry in college, and loved The Cure. Warren seemed pretty impressed with 
her, as a whole. I think he paid more attention to her in a single day than he had 
to the training for the new job in the three weeks since we had been brought it. 
Sure enough, though, at the end of those three weeks, he and another guy who 
started with us, Franklin, were made Kim’s go-to guys. If any of us had any 
questions, we were supposed to go to them first.  

Warren admitted to us later that he had no idea why or how exactly he 
was chosen for the question-answering thing. He later told me that he didn’t think 
had made any display of knowledge greater than that of the rest of us. But there 
was a raise involved, so if someone wanted him to be the guy who answers 
questions, then he would answer questions. He took too it well. He answered a 
good deal of them. The ones he didn’t know he sent on to Franklin. ‘Franklin 
knows everything.’ Was his general rule. Didn’t stay too late, though, and didn’t 
seem terribly concerned about much. We spoke some, played around. He asked 
me once or twice about playing music. But he still kept to himself a bit. Joked 
with Mouse a little less than before. He had only been the answerman for two 
weeks when Kim came and told us that she was being demoted. She gave a 
speech about how sorry she was if anyone was offended by anything she may 
have said or done, and she would miss being our boss. She had been really pretty 
cool. She was getting a lot of pressure for us to work faster, and trying to train us 
continually while we got better at putting files through the system. We worked 
evenings, and were largely unloved, as far as the rest of the company was 
concerned.  

Things were a little tense that week for our team. There were twenty or 
so of us left without anyone to lead us. Our training was only half done, so there 
was a lot we didn’t know. Warren had been coming in early almost every day to 
learn a few extra things, but he and Franklin were still largely untrained, too. All 
of us just really wanted to know what to do, what was expected of us. But we 
were given files we couldn’t handle, and directions we didn’t understand. Mouse 
was the hardest on him, expecting him to have answers for things he couldn’t 
possibly know, and just exploding at him when he didn’t have answers. So he sat 
down, and made a list of all our questions. Everything we had come across that 
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we didn’t know what to do with, everything we wondered. He went from desk to 
desk and asked if he had left anything out. And then he promised us he would 
have the answers to as many of these things as he could. He showed up early the 
next day, and went from cubicle to cubicle, hounding the day workers for 
answers until they would get sick of him, and he would move on. He was 
tenacious about the ones trying to brush him off. If someone tried to tell him that 
it was too complicated to explain, he would sit down, turn to a fresh page in the 
notebook, and tell them that this was exactly why he needed the answer. It was 
far too complicated for us to try and guess at. At least too much so for us to ever 
get it right when we did.  And sure enough, when we came in, he had pages of 
answers. He told us to yell for him whenever they had a file with something new, 
and he would let them know if it was something he had the solutions for. And if 
it wasn't, then he would make a note for the next day. He barely got a chance to 
work on his own files that night, he was so busy hopping and skipping from one 
to the other of us, showing us new things and having everyone gather round 
when it was something we should all know. The next day, he had even more. For 
the rest of the week, there wasn’t a thing Mouse could find to trump him on. By 
the end of the week our big, evil boss had spoken to both Warren and Franklin 
about taking Kim's place. Franklin had class, couldn’t do the job even if they 
offered it to him. But Warren was game, so long as it came with a raise. They 
couldn’t promise anything, of course. He remained trying to keep us all pacified 
for the next week, trying to make sure we were as kept up as we could be, while 
still trying to get done what he could himself. Before the week was over, he was 
given the official promotion.  

Warren had a desk, on the other side of the building, and every drawer 
was full of our supplies and files. There were stacks on top of all the ones nobody 
had gotten around to checking up on, or solving the problems we had come 
across. He got in before noon, and dealt with our files the best he could, and then 
when we all got in, he would borrow someone else's computer to work near us 
and answer our questions. and the more he taught us, the more work he had to do. 
He got a filing cabinet next to is desk to handle all the files we were working on, 
but that was full in two days, and completely covered with files that needed 
tending. Within a week he was responsible for over two hundred files at any 
given time, with nearly a hundred fifty passing through his hands in one time. He 
spent hours and hours on the phone trying to clear things up, and he never sat 
down for longer than ten minutes. If he left for a half hour lunch, his voice-
mailbox was full when he got back. So he stopped taking even a half hour lunch. 
With each week, he got everything more under control. Warren developed 
systems for everything, and a schedule for when he would get each thing done. 
He would get in before noon, and leave just at midnight. But he had wrangled 
one of the hardest jobs in the building. Nobody looked at his desk and the stacks 
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of files he had to deal with and wished they had his job. And nobody would have 
said that he didn’t do well at it. But the thing was; he never got really 
overwhelmed by it. I mean, he was working shifts more than twelve hours 
without ever once sitting down for lunch, and he was still cheerful, still patient. 
As many hours as he put in, he was always joking with us, always smiling. What 
impressed me was that he was in a tight spot, and still having a good time. When 
the people he shared an office with all cleared out, he would put on some music, 
and sit back there toiling away. He would walk back and forth between his office 
and our work area with his salad in his hands, because that was the only time he 
had to eat, but...he loved it. In all the time he worked with us, I think I only saw 
him get angry twice, both at the same guy.  

Donald was younger than most. He was the youngest of all of us, and it 
showed in the way he acted, so much like a spoiled fifteen year old. He was 
constantly arguing with anyone who irritated him, or anyone at all on a bad day. 
After a few months, every day with Donny was a bad day, and if we were lucky, 
some were even worse. It was on one of those that Warren lost his temper a few 
times. Still no yelling, but you could hear it in his voice when he spoke to Donny, 
and tell it in the way he passed out assignments for the night; the most basic, 
bone-head files you could imagine, and Donny only got one. Normally, Warren 
was the confidence-building kind of boss. When we screwed up he gave us pep-
talks instead of lectures, and when it came to giving out work he always gave you 
something just a little more difficult than you wanted, with an encouraging smile. 
So when Donny asked for something that was a challenge fir a change, and got 
the simplest work available, that was Warren’s little way of saying he thought 
Donny was too much a child to do any real work. 

As friendly as he was to us, always stopping by to see how things were 
going outside of work, and what we were up to, he never really spoke about his 
outside life, aside from wanting to get together to jam. Whenever we asked, he’d 
just laugh and reply that he didn’t have time for a personal life with the hours he 
put in. There were little hints to a different side of him, though. He wore a big 
German feildcoat, with a length of chain off the left shoulder that dangled down 
to his elbow; not quite the same thing that most of his peers wore. I asked him 
once what it was for. He said it was to remind him of what he had been before. 
So I asked him what he had been before.  

"Pissed off, mostly. At everything. Constantly going around looking for a 
fight. At one point, I wore a long wallet chain. It hung down to my knees; maybe 
little past. And when it looked like I was going to get in a fight- usually when it 
looked like it would be a good one, two people or more, maybe just one big guy, 
then I would take the clips off at the wallet and pants. And I had this good three 
foot chain." 

"And what good was a three foot chain? Its pretty light-weight."  
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“The clip, on the wallet side had a narrow edge, and when you swung it 
around, it cut skin pretty well. Or I would wrap it around my fist before I started 
swinging. Only twice did I ever threaten to choke someone with it."  

"How many fights like that have you been in?" 
"I don't know. Lost count. I never could sleep well, so I'd go for walks, 

looking for someone who was drunk enough to want to fight me, or someone 
who hated me enough. No short supply of either, most nights." 

"I can see how you would want to remember that. Most of my fond 
memories are based around anger and violence." 

"Don't want to remember because I like ‘em. Want to remember because 
I never want to be like that again. You know what it is when your own friends are 
afraid of you? When you ask a girl out and her friends tell her she shouldn't 
because you're a violent sociopath?  And you can't even argue that well against 
it? I couldn’t sleep because of the monsters in my nightmares. Doesn’t mean I 
want to become one of them." 

“A monster? That’s a little extreme, don’t you think? I mean, not for 
nothing, but you don’t really look like the violent type.” 

“Thanks. I’d like to think that’s not really my way anymore.” 
“If you’re in such danger of being a monster due to your temper, then 

why have I never seen you angrier now? Why don’t you lose it and yell at 
Donny?”  

"Donny isn’t a big concern. He's tiny and belligerent and an annoying 
little piss. But he isn't a threat, and he certainly isn’t anything to lose my cool 
over. I didn’t just ignore and suppress whatever it was that made me what I was. I 
worked hard to make sure those weren't even my first impulses. I've done enough 
shitty things in my life. I want to be done. I want to be able to walk up to 
someone I care about, and look them in the eyes without being reminded of my 
crimes. I want to be able to see her looking back at me with respect and affection, 
not fear and concern. That’s what’s important." 

That was something you heard out of him only occasionally. Talk about 
respect and affection with other people. He didn’t even talk about his friends 
much. The stories he told always involved "some guys I know." not friends. Said 
he wasn’t any good at making friends, or meeting people. and he almost never 
talked about dating. Acted a little like it was something to be avoided. When I 
was talking about wanting to settle down with someone and have kids, he once 
asked ‘Is that really a good thing? I mean, it kind of limits you...there isn’t a lot 
you'll be able to do afterwards.’ He said he had been five years without a date, he 
couldn’t really see the point in it anymore. But, then, he did ask Marissa out. And 
there was this girl, a while after mouse left. She had dark hair, a sort of reddish 
brown, but so dark as to almost beyond color. Beautiful, if a little tough-looking. 
Whenever she passed by, you could follow his eyes going along with her. And he 
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wasn’t staring at her ass, or her chest. He wasn’t really staring at all. It was more 
of a gaze. I caught him once, writing a letter to himself on his computer. His 
stereo was up, and he was gazing at the screen as though it was a window to 
something else. I caught a glimpse of what he was writing. It was about that girl, 
'The dark richness of her hair, so well placed, perfectly countering her lightly 
shaded face, with her fierce, powerful eyes." But it wasn't a love letter. I never 
asked, and he certainly didn’t leave it up when he noticed me, but I think he was 
hoping that if he wrote it out to himself, it would all make more sense to him 
somehow. He could figure out what he was supposed to do, figure out some way 
to convince her to be with him. Because if you ask me, going five years alone 
didn’t make him loose the sense in dating. Not at all. He knew with more 
certainty the truths about it than most, I think. No, I think that all that time made 
him just absolutely forget how it worked. How to interact with people. I think he 
wanted to be beside her more than he had words for, and he knew a lot of words. 
He just had no idea how people approached other people and somehow ended up 
together. That’s what I saw. That’s what I thought about when I heard the news. 
That other stuff, he was always telling us about. The bits from his past. They 
were mostly gone. Any overwhelming anger he had he pushed aside long ago. I 
can only thing about him being alone, with nobody there to celebrate his victories 
or console his losses. I think about the part of him he never spoke about at all, 
that was completely alone, and had no idea how to even start trying to be 
otherwise, how to find someone to love him. 
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Lisa 
 
I loved my brother. He was a good person. Maybe he wasn’t always, and 

maybe we didn’t always get along, but he was still my brother. And who he was, 
what he had become, was a really good person. When we were growing up, he 
was always this nice little kid. He wanted to follow me around, wanted to play 
with me, and always wanted to help whoever he could. He always had to give 
money to the people ringing bells at Christmas, and to the blind people at the 
supermarkets giving out their little white cane stickers. And it always had to be 
his own money, not some he just got from dad. He was so irritating back then. 
You know how it is when you’re young; there are few things more irritating than 
your little brother. So I picked on him as much as any girl would have, and he 
took it all in stride. When we got older, he started to take offense to the way I 
treated him, so we would get in fights. He wanted to be around anyway, but 
mostly because of my friends. He was always wanting to spend time with my 
friends. And it just got worse the older I got. I think the first girl to ever kiss him 
was my best friend of a few years. I was so mad at her for that, but she was 
apparently just curious about French kissing, and he was there, so he made for 
good practice until she was comfortable. But after that, just try and get rid of him, 
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always hanging around when she was there to try and sneak another kiss from my 
friends.  

When he was in the fourth grade, we moved to a new city. After we 
moved, he got quieter. If he cared about my friends, or much of anything else, he 
kept it to himself. We barely spoke in those days. He came home from school, 
and went to his room. It was like that for years. When he got a job, as soon as he 
turned 15, he went there, and back again. He ate every meal alone in his room. I 
don’t think we said more than ten words a week sometimes. He and dad didn’t 
talk much, either. They got in a lot of arguments, though. Warren was as 
stubborn as he was, and it didn’t take a lot to get him mad. It always bothered 
him that dad blamed things on himself. He said it made him feel bad about 
feeling bad, and he thought dad used it as a guilt trip. People have a right to feel 
bad, without having to feel guilty. Sometimes things aren’t good, and feeling bad 
is healthy. And guilt was a bad enough thing without trying to create more and 
push it on people to manipulate them. So if he even suspected dad of doing 
something like that, he would get mad pretty fast. It was something that stood 
between them for some time, and it did a lot to make Warren unable to feel guilt 
for a long time—it was a part of him he just taught himself to shut off, so it 
couldn’t be used against him like that. Eventually they got over it, and as Warren 
got older, they got along better. They appreciated the things they had in common 
more, the building and ability to fix things. So the respected the things they had 
in common, and avoided even mentioning the things they didn’t. But back then, I 
didn’t even see him much until he got to highschool. I was a senior the year he 
was a freshman. This was the first time I ever saw him outside of home. He was 
angrier than he had been the last time I paid attention. He sat with his friends, 
none of whom were good or pleasant. They yelled among themselves and 
wandered around. Sometimes they got in fights. Whenever they were in a cluster, 
Warren was always there, in the back, just looking unhappy and not saying 
anything. Sometimes he was by himself, and he looked even angrier. He was the 
rock in the middle of the river, and the entire world flowed around him, but still 
he refused to budge.  

The rumors flowed around him, too. Every once in a while someone 
would come up to me and ask if he was really my brother, if he really did the 
things people said he did. Things like biting some kid’s ear off when he was 
twelve because the kid made him angry, or bringing a live grenade to the school 
lunchroom, or holding a gun to his own friend’s head just for the fun of watching 
him panic. Some people asked if he was truly as big a drug addict as they 
thought, if he got in as many fights as everyone said. I always told them no, and 
as far as I know most of it was made up. I know I never saw him doing any 
drugs, and he never looked all that beat up. I graduated before the stories got too 
bad. From what I heard through the grapevine, the biggest of his troubles came 
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after I left. But it was also the time he started to change. He started dating, for the 
first time since he was making out with my friends, and he spent more time with 
other groups of people. But he was still pretty much absent from our family life.  

It was some time later that I actually realized he was around, that he 
cared, and I got to know him a little better. I think it was a gradual thing. He 
stuck around more on the weekends when we were doing family things, at 
birthdays he showed more thought in the things he gave. By the time I had met 
the guy I would eventually marry, he was as much of a normal brother as he ever 
would be. He spent time with Andy, he gave advice, he showed up to family 
dinners. He never liked Andy, but he tried his best to keep it quiet. And then 
Andy started freaking out and getting violent, Warren was there in a flash with 
knives and a big metal bat to keep him in line. He was there when I needed to go 
to court to get a restraining order. He was just always there for me.  

When I got him the job in he office I worked at, I didn’t think it would be 
such a big thing. We were bringing on dozens of temp workers, and I knew he 
needed the job. Getting jobs was never my brother’s strong suit. When he was a 
few weeks into it and told me he was going to be assisting his boss for his team, 
he thought I had said something. He didn’t believe he had just earned the 
promotion in such short a time. And when he was made the work supervisor for 
the nightshift a few days later, he was even more paranoid. Until he found out the 
woman who gave him the job didn’t even know he was related to me. And he did 
well. My boss was so impressed by the level of work he did she wished we could 
train him to work on our team. And that was when I got to know him better. I got 
to see how much work he put into his team, how many hours he stayed at work. 
He worked a handful of eight hour shifts in his entire time there. His overtime 
was off the charts. Sometimes he didn’t even keep track, didn’t ask to be paid it. 
He just wanted to get everything done. But his teams tended to love him, even 
when he had to fire people and when they ran out of work, because he never gave 
them grief if he didn’t have to, he showed them generosity when he could, and he 
always did everything in his power to help them.  

It took an office to show me that all the stuff that had happened before 
was nothing. The real Warren, the real version of my brother, was the one who 
helped people however he could. When he came over to help me build a 
doghouse or to get something out of my attic, it wasn’t like he was bending who 
he was to help me. He wasn’t having to work to be nice. That was what he did. 
That was who he was. He likely would have done the same if one of his workers 
asked him. He may have even done it if a stranger asked him. Because there was 
some way in which he could help someone. And that was important to him. Even 
though he still had a huge collection of knives, and spoke about himself as 
though he was a jerk, like he didn’t care about anything, I knew different. I have 
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seen how much he cared about everything, and everyone. That was the real 
version of him. That’s the Warren I loved. And that’s what was taken away.  
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Haligh 
 
When I first heard about what happened to Warren, I thought it was a 

joke. So I laughed. It’s only polite, right? People tell you bad news about your 
ex-boyfriends all the time. It makes you feel better, like when someone tells you 
that the guy who was too good for you your first year of college ended up 
dropping out, and is now obese and working in a car lot. You can laugh and joke 
about them, all the bad things you want to happen to them. It doesn’t mean you 
really want those things to happen. So when those things actually happen...I don’t 
know. I didn't know what to think. I don’t think I do now, really. It’s confusing.  
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Warren was one of those parts of my life I couldn’t just make go away. 
We were together less than a year, but it was a big year. One of those 
relationships when you're young that help shape the ones that come after, you 
know? He was one of those. Even if I wanted to forget completely, we shared too 
many of the same friends, even years afterwards. We didn’t have to see each 
other anymore, but there were still mentionings, and stories. He was always 
somewhere on the peripheral. Living with Chris, hanging out with Anna.  

She was the biggest source of news from his neck of the woods. 
Whenever she was down from school to visit old friends they would always hang 
out. She loved his sense of humor, someone to talk about books and video games 
with. They could geek it up together. So she made sure to invite him places. He 
and Chris would show up at parties where nobody but her even knew them, 
laughing and telling dirty jokes. Terrible, racist jokes that pissed off everyone in 
the room. But when the party was getting stale, and everybody was either going 
home or dead drunk, she could go outside and talk to him about life or trying to 
make it on creative whims. Until he had to drag Chris back to his car, and drive 
them back home. The stories she told about him didn’t sound all that much like 
the Warren I knew, though.  

We got together the summer after my sophomore year in highschool. He 
was just going to start college, but he was a few months younger than I was. We 
were introduced through a friend, at a concert. We didn’t talk much then, he was 
tired and all his energy seemed to be devoted to scowling at the crackheads that 
kept slamming into him while dancing. But I started sending him messages on 
the computer one day. We spoke there a while, and after a while, I called him, 
and we got along. We got along really well. A little too well, I thought. I was a 
little hesitant to spend time with him. Something had to be wrong, either he was 
lying, or too good for me, or too ugly to date. He asked to see me a few times, 
but I always found a dodge. Until one day he just showed up on my front porch. 
He was a little sweaty from the walk, and holding a cd we had discussed on the 
phone. I had called him enough for his caller id to be all over his phone. He 
looked up our last name in the phonebook, and matched the number. Our address 
was listed. He confirmed the location on a map. It was just over four miles, from 

his place to mine. So, on a bright summer day, when it was 99° outside, he 
walked to give me a cd. In a black long-sleeved shirt.  

When I opened the door, I was shocked. I knew he lived in the next 
town, so it wasn't just down the street. Warren smiled, face flush from the heat, 
and asked if I knew who he was. I nodded, smiling too wide to speak. Then he 
pulled the cd out of a pocket, and handed it to me, saying he said he just wanted 
to get that to me, before he forgot. Standing there on my porch, odd half-grin on 
his face, he asked how I was, chatted for a few minutes, and told me it was good 
to see me. I was still standing there, stunned, until my mom came and invited him 
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into the house. He shook his head, and politely explained that it was hot out, and 
he’d been walking, and he couldn’t promise his sweat hadn’t overpowered his 
deodorant. Mom laughed, and said he should at least let me drive him home. He 
tried to decline again, but she wouldn’t let him, and he finally gave in. We spoke 
a little on the ride. It was different, somehow, talking to him in person. I could 
see his eyes, when he was quiet, could see him thinking. His eyes were always 
moving, while we drove, looking at everything. Like all the things we passed 
were still new, even though he had lived there for years, and it wasn’t a big 
enough town to be full of surprises. When we got to his house (and it was a 
longer distance that I had expected), he said we should hang out more, now that 
we had broken the physically being together barrier. I agreed, and told him to call 
me, and he got out. As he walked to the door he looked back once, and then went 
in. From that first day it was clear that he was one of the oddest boys I had ever 
met, but I liked him already.  

Our first date was to a department store. I borrowed my mom’s car and 
picked him up. He hated driving his own car, which was this big, ugly blue piece 
of shit from 1970-something. It was cheap because it had been left out when the 
river flooded and took some serious water damage. It didn’t run very well, and it 
smelled a little musty. He replaced the carpet and shampooed the seats, but he 
never really fully got rid of the smell. There was only a hole in the dash where 
the stereo should be, after some ill-fated attempts to install a decent one himself. 
All it had was a tape-deck stereo that sat on the seat next to him. When I got to 
his house, he said he had a present for me. Through all the times we spoke on the 
phone, I often colored with crayons in a coloring book. I needed to do something 
with my hands, and coloring was fun. Some new colors had come in at the craft 
store, where he worked, and he bought me a box of each. Glow in the dark 
crayons and glitter crayons and metallic crayons. And a coloring book of cute 
little dragons. I couldn’t believe he had remembered that I liked to color 
whenever I was on the phone. The guys I dated before never really paid attention 
to things like that; if they said anything at all about it, it was only that it was a 
stupid and childish thing for a sixteen-year old girl to do. But he remembered, 
and bought me new crayons, because he knew I liked things that glitter or glow 
in the dark. I didn’t know what to say, so I kissed him. I was worried at first that 
he as offended, because he wasn’t kissing me back. I didn’t find out until later 
that he had just never kissed a girl like that before, at least not since he was little. 
He didn’t know what exactly to do. And when I was done, I said thank you, and 
we went to the store. Not for anything in particular. I just liked Krugers. They 
had art stuff and toys and clothes and candy. A little bit of everything. 
Somewhere in between the art supplies and the toys, I reached for his hand. I was 
still worried that me might not take it. He might pull away. He didn’t.  
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We went up to see my horse after. I’d saved for years to buy her-my 
parents said if I could save up half the money, they would take care of the rest. 
But since we lived in town, we had to stable her out of the city a ways, so I went 
up to see her a few times a week. I wanted him to come along and see her-she 
was important to me. Nickel liked him right off, which I thought had to be a good 
omen. And we stole a kiss or two whenever we were in the barn, or Nickel was 
looking the other way. He was getting more comfortable with it already.  

Things moved quickly with us. It was summer, and I didn’t have a job, 
so we had plenty of time to see one another. We hung out most days, talked on 
the phone any day we didn’t see each other. On our second date, we watched 
some indie movie, and he went down on me. The third date ended the same way, 
and for the second time in a row, when I asked if he wanted me to return the 
favor, he told me I didn’t have to if I didn’t want to. The next time, I actually did 
it. He went and got some flavored spirits, so it would taste better. He was very 
quiet the whole time. He didn’t tell me for the longest time, but apparently the 
spirits burned, and he was in incredible pain the entire time. The date after that 
we had sex for the first time. He was a virgin, and a little uncertain the entire 
time of what he was doing. He was so concerned that he was doing it right, and 
that I was having a good time. It was sweet. After two weeks or so, he was 
getting the hang of that pretty well, too. He was always concerned about me, 
buying lotions and flavored oils (checking the labels for any warnings about 
contact with mucus membranes first, this time), and reading books on what to do. 
I always had trouble having an orgasm, and he was certain that there was 
something he could do to overcome it. He insisted we try everything, and when it 
didn’t work, he learned to give the best massages, to help me relax. I ran a lot in 
those days, and nothing was better after a meet than a bath and a long massage.  

He did a lot of nice things for me at first. He was always buying me 
things, or writing poems for me. He would show up to pick me up from school 
with flowers, just because he felt like it, and he loved me. He went for walks 
almost every day, and we made love almost every night. He even made an effort 
to spend time with my parents. He came to dinner with us every other week at 
least. It was difficult for him, having a sit-down dinner with us. For years he had 
only eaten on his own, on the floor. He ate sitting cross-legged, either off a short 
table, or off a plate on his lap or the floor. The whole concept of sitting up at a 
table was different to him. Let alone the fact that he never used utensils when he 
ate on his own. He hated using them. In all the times I saw him eat, he only ever 
used silverware when he absolutely had to. Otherwise he used his hands. If 
something was too tough to tear apart easily, he would use a knife and his hands. 
It was something he was doing for me. But every once in a while, when we were 
just hanging out together, he would start bringing up some conversation or 
another. He wanted some kind of debate or something. I don’t know. But when I 
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didn’t feel like it, he would press it even harder. He would get so argumentative. 
And then sometimes, he would go off with his friends and I wouldn’t see him for 
a while. He would go to class all day, and go out with some friends right after to 
get something to eat and play pool, and he didn’t even ask if I wanted to come. 
So I started to spend more time with my friends, to show him how it felt. Only it 
never mattered to him. He would call me after I got back, and ask how it went, if 
I had fun, what we did. And it was just business as usual. Said expected that I 
would still have the life I had before, only he would be in it, too. My girlfriends; 
if they even mentioned that they wanted to go out to them movies with some guy 
from school, their boyfriends would have been jealous and pissed at the idea. If I 
told Warren I was going to the movies with a guy from track, he wished me well. 
When I was done, we went downtown and walked around, and he said ‘so, how 
was your date?’ Not bitter, like he was jealous. He was asking like a friend 
asking how a date with a new guy was. It always bugged me that he did that. 
That he could just detach, and not care. He said once that he didn’t think it was 
right to limit me to only having friends of the same gender—but he didn’t get it. I 
wanted him to be threatening to break the guy’s neck if he tried to make a move 
on me. Not asking whether the guy got to third base or not. He should have 
known better. But he never did. Just went right on taking me for granted, seeing 
me when he felt like it, letting me do whatever I wanted when he didn’t. I knew 
he loved me. But he should have shown it. He knew how much I needed 
someone to tell me that.  

That’s how it started. Him being gone at class and work all the time. I 
knew he cared about me, when he was there. But so often he wasn’t. And then 
someone would come along, and tell me they thought I was beautiful, and too 
good to sit around waiting for some guy to come back to me form his busy 
schedule. And since Warren apparently didn’t care if I dated or not, I would go 
out with them. And they would look at me like I was something special, say the 
right thing, and before I knew it, there we were; back at his house, or in a car, 
naked. And then I wasn’t special anymore. I was just another slut who let some 
guy fuck her while her boyfriend was at work. Then the other guy would 
disappear, and here comes Warren, tired from a day of school and a late shift, 
wanting to go out to dinner, asking my how my day was, if I had fun going to the 
movies or the bowling alley with whatever guy from track or art class. ‘How was 
your date?’ It was like he was mocking me. Like he knew, but refused to admit it. 
He just went on letting me twist, making me doubt myself and him and 
everything else. Sometimes I thought that was true. There were nights when he 
said he didn’t feel like having sex, and I thought he had figured it out. Thought 
that he was through with me, and just too nice to say it outright.  

I think that was the worst. That he could love me, without a big show. He 
could cook for me and think of me without the big obsessive game. We were 
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young, and I thought about relationships and love like most 16 year old girls. I 
thought he should want to be with me every second of every day. He should be 
promising me forever, and aching to bring me in public and kiss me just to show 
the world I was his girl. Every day and every week should have been like the first 
few ones, when he walked four miles in the sun to see me, and I flashed him on 
the dark street to say goodnight. But it wasn’t like that. It was more like the 
relationships people started having when I was in college. Where they were 
together because they loved each other, but were content just to be around each 
other. Every night didn’t need to be wild sex, every day didn’t need to be 
together. I didn’t understand that then. I thought he didn’t really want me, that I 
wasn’t good enough for him. So I cheated on him. And eventually, he found out. 
Left class early to come see me, and I had a guy over. Jesse. He was a bit of a 
geek, but that just made him want me more. He’d never think he was too good 
for me. He was happy to have any girl, and he thought I was gorgeous. He came 
over to help me with my homework, and started telling me how amazing he 
thought I was, how much he wished he could get a girl like me. So I went down 
on him. Before I knew it, we were naked on the bed. I heard someone knock, so I 
turned out the lights. I heard the door open, and heard Warren call my name. I 
scrambled to get dressed and go to the door, before he came back and found us. 
He knew it, when he saw me though. I could see it in his eyes. He knew. He was 
hurt, and he was angry. But he didn’t yell. I had imagined, several times, how me 
might react. He had a reputation for being angry, and violent. Even in the next 
town over, where I went to school, people knew about him. Our mutual friends 
were a little afraid of him. My friends were terrified of him. Some people from 
school said he had punched people he didn’t know just because they told him 
things he didn’t want to hear. I didn’t know if he would hit me, or break things, 
or what, but I knew he would probably yell. And then, when he found out, he just 
stood there a second. He let me kiss him, and looked around. From the car 
outside, to me, to the bedroom door I had come out of. And he put it together 
every way he could, trying to think of an innocent way to look at it. But he knew. 
I closed my eyes, looked down, and waited for it to come. Waited for him to call 
me a whore, or hit me, or whatever it was that he was building up to. I could hear 
him swallow. And finally he spoke. 

“What’s going on?” His voice was a forced, dead, flat calm. So crushed 
and hurt it seemed like it had been run over. But he kept his eyes on me, and I 
felt as if I was shrinking.  

“Nothing. What are you doing here?” 
“I left class to see you. I’ve been busy lately, and I missed you. Thought 

we could talk.” He looked at the driveway. “Whose car?” 
“Jesse. He’s helping me with my schoolwork. You know me and 

computers.” He still watched me. He saw through my lies. Saw through me. I 
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swear, he could look straight through my skin and bones, straight at what I was 
thinking.  

“Mm. Your parents don’t like you to have guys from school over when 
they’re gone.” 

“I know. He had plans for this evening, and I needed help.” More lies. 
His face never moved. He didn’t even blink.  

“So can we talk?” 
“I…not now. We…I just can’t, now. Later?” 
“I want to talk to you in person.” 
“I know. I’ll call. In like an hour. And we can get together and talk.” 
“In person. You promise?” He rarely asked me to promise anything, said 

a promise wasn’t real if it was forced, but this one was more than it seemed. He 
was asking me about every promise I had ever made. He was testing my honor. 
He had seen what I was, and was giving me a chance to make right. 

“I promise.” 
I hugged him. He put his arms around me, but he was cold, and stiff. 

Like hugging a statue made of steel cable. He turned and walked to his car, and 
drove off. No screeching his tires or slamming his doors. He stopped at the stop 
sign and used his turn signals, and drove home.  

In an hour I called, and told him I couldn’t meet him in person, and that 
we shouldn’t see each other anymore. That it wasn’t working out, I thought he 
had issues, he was too busy. He didn’t say much. Just listened, told me he would 
go along if it was what I wanted, but that he still loved me. And that was that. We 
didn’t see each other. I wrote him e-mails, and he wrote back. Sometimes he 
sounded fine. Moving on and didn’t miss me. Sometimes he sounded terrible, 
and begged me to tell him what he had done wrong. And sometimes, he was just 
brutal and blunt, asking me if I was fucking around on him. Gave the facts 
against it, and some of the rumors he had heard. I got pissed off, and told him he 
was an asshole for even thinking it. I hated him for it. Hated him for reminding 
me, hated him for being clean enough that he could ask without any concern that 
I could throw things against him. Hated him for making me feel so bad about it. 
Hated him for not giving me enough reasons to hate him, enough excuses to let 
him go. But even when he was giving an old friend of his who he had once had a 
crush on rides home, I knew nothing had ever happened. He wouldn’t ever have 
touched her while he was with me. I couldn’t even use that against him. So I 
called him the worst things I could think of, and told all my friends he was a 
psycho and a stalker and a loser. He left all the things I had given him, some of 
the things he had bought for me but never given me, in a box, and left them on 
my porch early one morning on his way out of town. Stopped writing me back. 
Stopped coming into town almost altogether. People from school stopped seeing 
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him walking around. He used to go for fourteen mile walks, twisting through the 
streets of both our towns. Now he seldom crossed over the borders.  

He still hung out occasionally with some of the people he had met 
through me, though. Played pool once a week with my best friend’s ex. Who was 
actually one of Jesse’s closest friends. Jesse and I started seeing each other right 
after the thing with Warren ended. Oskar said that he never brought me up. Never 
asked about me unless Oskar brought it up first. Never spoke badly about Jesse. 
There was even a rumor that he had apologized to some kid from school that he 
had once punched for telling him that I was sleeping around. Some badass, huh? 
And then Oskar moved away, and our two circles drifted further apart. But, even 
a few years later, if I was hanging out with Chris or Anna, or some people who 
had just been around at that time, they would bring it up. I always denied 
everything. Thought he was still wherever he was, telling people what a whore I 
was. One day I was talking to Anna, and she said he had actually never said 
anything bad about me to his friends. Even when Chris was busting on all his ex-
girlfriends, and prompted Warren to say something, he would just say that the 
past was the past, and we were both too fucked up of kids for anything to end 
well between us. He didn’t blame me for it, or hate me for it. It was just 
something that had happened. I didn’t know what to say to that. I did finally 
admit to her that I had cheated on him, though.  

I think it stuck with me a while after hearing that, though. That he had 
moved on so completely as to not even blame me. I had just pushed him into a 
closet of asshole ex-boyfriends, to hate and scowl at should I ever see them in 
public. But he hadn’t. He forgave. Without the aid of alcohol or Jesus, or 
anything that people use as crutches and excuses to forgive. He just…let it go. I 
asked Anna about it some other time, she said that it was kindof his philosophy. 
To let the past go.  

“He says ‘the past is how I got to be who I am. How we all got to be who 
we are. I personally like me. I like where I am, like who I’ve become. When I 
used to dwell on what had happened, I couldn’t let it go, couldn’t get past it. 
Thought I would never be better than the things I’d done, things that’d been done 
to me, so I let them keep happening. But they don’t control me. They aren’t 
everything. They are just things that have already gone by. And I have a whole 
long future ahead of me that’s still mine. It hasn’t happened yet. So why should I 
keep it confined to where I’ve been? Too many good things, too many new 
experiences. So the past gets a pardon for all that it has been. Because if it hadn’t 
done what it did, where would I be? Would I still like me? To me, it isn’t even 
worth thinking about. Fuck it. I’m glad it all happened.’ It’s his coda now.” 

How do you deal with someone saying they’re glad you cheated on 
them? I don’t know. Part of me wanted to hate him even more. How dare he 
forgive me, when I’ve never asked him once for forgiveness? On the other hand, 
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how can you hate someone who can forgive you after fucking around on them 
and breaking their heart so completely? So I pushed it out of my head, and 
ignored it. Up until Anna called, and we went out to eat, and she told me what 
had happened. And now…I don’t know. Doesn’t make any more sense than it did 
before, really. But if I really think about it, I have to say that I feel a little bad. He 
wasn’t a psycho. Not what I saw of him. He was always trying to make me 
happy. He only ever insulted me once, and he really didn’t mean to. He thought 
what he said was funny, but knew the second he had said it that it wasn’t, and he 
felt terrible. He didn’t always baby me, didn’t always spoil me. But he did care 
about me. And I did treat him worse than I should have. So, yeah, I guess I 
probably feel a little bad about that. Now part of me wishes I could have spoken 
to him one last time, to see what he really thought about it all, now. To ask some 
things. Tell him some things. But that ship has sailed, and I never will. And it’s 
not a joke anymore. Just kind of a mess. I do hope, though, that what happened 
between us didn’t have anything to do with what he finally decided to do to 
himself. I really do hope that. 
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Prof. Holbrook 
 
There are some students you get, and you have to wonder how they made 

it through life, being the way they are, in the towns they come from. You have to 
think, did they just spend those years locked in a room, reading and drawing or 
writing or whatever it is they do to keep themselves busy, to express themselves 
in a way that makes sense to the way they think? Did they ever manage to find 
friends, or just people who didn’t care enough to have a problem with the way 
they thought? It’s no wonder some of these kids get into trouble, being bounced 
around and unwelcome as much as they are. Warren was one of those I always 
wondered about. I get a few of them every year. The problem is, most of them 
have learned to keep their thoughts so guarded within themselves that you never 
really know what’s going on inside. If anyone I ever had in one of my classes 
could be accused of guarding their thoughts and keeping you from knowing too 
much about who he was, Warren would be among them. 
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I got to know a little of his writing before I ever even saw him on 
campus. I had a student in my class, Trent, who occasionally spoke of a friend of 
his who helped him on some English projects. This friend was pretty keen on 
writing, and helped explain some concepts and ideas that he didn’t fully 
understand, and helped a little with the forming of his papers. When he did his 
final paper, on future technology as portrayed through the movies, this friend 
apparently helped a lot with his research and notes. It wasn’t until a conference 
on his own research that I learned that Warren was the friend Trent had been 
talking about. Once I could connect the two, it hit me, the familiarity of the 
writing, and it turned out that some of Trent’s best written papers had actually 
been written by Warren, an hour before class, to help his buddy catch up on 
assignments. None of the big ones, nothing worth raising a fuss over, just some 
of the short writing exercises. So these papers, that were well argued and pressed 
interesting points about topics discussed in the writers manual, which had 
actually done a lot to impress me about Trent’s writing ability, had actually been 
Warren.  

That was later though. He started off as a student whom I’d assumed had 
taken the class to fulfill a requirement. Always the one who sat in the first seat by 
the door, and looked a little distracted. I’m sure that much you’ve heard before, 
right? Teaching, you get a lot of those. They have all these theories about the 
brightest kids, the t-zone and all that, but those things don’t always apply in 
English and writing classes. The ones who sit in the first and middle rows are the 
ones who want to be good, who want good grades, but they aren’t necessarily the 
ones with the talent. Sure, they’ll argue the loudest and the longest, but whether 
or not they know what they’re talking about has always seemed a little suspect to 
me. I look for more reaction in the students. A little flash in their eyes when you 
say something they disagree with, or believe in passionately. The ones whose 
eyes flash when you say something they disagree with, or believe in. Warren did 
that. If you looked closely, he wasn’t ever nearly so distracted as he seemed. He 
listened to everything that was said in class, and I could almost hear him 
responding and rebutting sometimes, his face read it so well, but he never spoke 
up, and never joined in a conversation. If I called on him, he had an opinion, or 
an answer. But he didn’t get involved in the long debates that went on.  

Early in the quarter, I try to have a conference with the students, to help 
them start thinking early about their research paper that ends up being the 
majority of their grade. I had been looking forward to Warren’s, to see if I could 
pick his brain a little, see what he thought, to see if I could understand why he 
was so quiet.  

“Every day you sit in my class, back there by the door, never really 
getting involved in the class discussions. Now, I could be misreading you, but I 
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find it hard to believe that you can listen to the things we’re talking about and not 
be thinking something in response. You do have opinions, don’t you?” 

“Naturally.” 
“I know that you do, because I can see you in the back there, listening. 

Sometimes you look like your eyes are going to jump from your head when some 
of the other students say something, and I can see you disagree with them. Why 
don’t you speak up more?” 

“I have found that the people with the most ignorant or poorly thought-
out opinions are the ones who cling to them the tightest. Nothing I say it going to 
change their minds, or point out what they don’t get. It’ll just be an hour of 
arguing that doesn’t resolve anything.” 

“We’re certainly not going to solve the world’s problems before class is 
out, no. But is that the only point to the discussion? Aren’t the things you think or 
believe in worth defending, worth sharing?” 

“Well, it seems to me that none of them want to share with me, or there 
wouldn’t be an argument. As for defending, nobody’s changing my mind about 
anything. My beliefs aren’t typically under attack, and letting some airhead think 
she’s won the day doesn’t mean I abandon my beliefs. It just means I didn’t let 
her draw me into an argument about them. I believe in them enough to not feel 
the need to fight for them. They’ll be fine either way.” 

“So are you trying to tell me you really don’t care that much, or that 
you’re just too sure of yourself to bother?” 

“Its like the big guy in the bar who gets in a fight with anybody who 
looks at his girl, because he’s paranoid that she’ll leave him. I don’t have that 
paranoia. My ideas are my ideas because I believe they are. If I didn’t believe in 
them enough to be comfortable with them, then they wouldn’t be very good of 
ideas in the first place. So either I have faith in them enough to know they’ll stick 
around, or they aren’t stable enough to be worth bringing to light.” 

“Interesting analogy. The things you have faith in, then, you believe in 
enough that you’re confident in them regardless of opposition? When did you 
figure all that out?” 

“Well, I didn’t exactly grow up in a large place that embraced new 
things. I spent more than enough time fighting over who I was to learn it wasn’t 
worth the time. As long as nobody is physically forcing me into an argument, I’m 
better of ignoring them until they get bored and wander off.”  

This is when I really started to realize he was one of those kids who grew 
up a lot by themselves. They had to become adults fast in some ways, to realize 
how the world worked. But they spent too much time by themselves, in their own 
heads, to develop that staunch dullness that comes when a lot of kids grow into 
adults. It was around this time, when I was asking about where he grew up, that 
he pointed out Trent had been one of my students, and I suddenly recognized the 
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tone and skill of some of the papers Warren had handed in so far. But when I 
started asking about how things were going now, he was a little less forthcoming. 
He had a look of concern when he was explaining what he was doing now, like 
he was a little uncertain about any of it. When he told me he was going to school 
to eventually be a doctor, he said it as though it was something recited, not with 
any real conviction. It was a good answer that he had learned to give and repeat 
enough until it became real. Talking about his accomplishments, his ideas, he 
was nothing but confidence, but when I asked about his personal life, and he 
mentioned his girlfriend, he said it with a wavering lack of pride, as though he 
hadn’t spoken to her in years, even though he said he saw her almost daily. That 
look of concern and vague confusion stayed with him until we finally started 
talking about the paper again. 

“Right now, I just want to know if you’ve started thinking about a topic 
for your paper. Throughout the class, we’ll be working on a lot of other things, 
but all those other things should apply, ultimately, to this final paper. What I’d 
like is for you to devote some time to working on it, even as we have other 
assignments. The outline and notes and started draft will be due in a few weeks, 
and we’ll have an opportunity for more conferences, so by the time the paper is 
actually due, we’ll have worked on it and discussed it and had every opportunity 
to put it together before then. It won’t be a final that you just have a week to 
throw together, but rather an ongoing effort for the duration of the class.” 

“I’ve actually been expecting that. I think I’ve decided to do my paper on 
Ageism.” Again, there are some topics you get used to. Every one class has a 
paper on censorship, every class has one on animals and women’s rights, and at 
the very least, one paper each on being a cancer survivor or a single mom, 
usually more. Those are the standards; the easy outs for someone. And there’ll 
almost always be at least one person who has a topic that can be researched 
almost entirely by listening to music or watching movies. When a new topic 
comes up, it’s always interesting to me.  

“Ageism? I don’t think I’ve had that one before. What kind of stance are 
you taking?” 

“We’ll there’s a lot of talk and movements since, oh, the eighties mostly, 
about ageism. There are actually laws about it, groups to fight for it. But even 
though the laws state that you can’t discriminate by age for any reason, all the 
focus has ever been on is older people. Forcing companies to take on elderly, 
previously retired workers, making classes available for older returning students. 
The older folk who seek to press their rights in this always seem to feel that their 
usefulness isn’t over yet, and that their age somehow inherently gives them 
wisdom. But none of those laws or standards seem to apply to youth. If there are 
two people in line for the same promotion, there is every effort made to ensure 
that the applicant who is sixty is given as much consideration as the one who is 
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forty. But if a twenty year old and a forty year old are vying for the same 
position, the place will generally go to the older man. It is almost assumed that 
youth means an inability to do things right, or as well.” 

“And how will you try to disprove this? Will it just be argument, or do 
you have some kind of grand design?” 

“Well, I haven’t exactly combined my ideas with any kind of research 
yet. But look at this campus as a good example; we have a very large percentage 
here of middle-aged adults returning to further their education. I would guess 
between thirty to forty percent of the entire campus population is made up of 
people over forty. And, not to generalize, but I have noticed that a good deal of 
them assume they have something to teach us all. They tend to interrupt lectures 
with their own stories, and try to dominate group projects. But I have also noticed 
that what they have to offer is not nearly so pronounced as they would expect. 
They have twenty years more experience than us, but not useful experience, they 
don’t have any knowledge that applies to our current situations. Many of them 
went straight to work in jobs where they did the same thing again and again, and, 
even if they were good at it, they were ultimately expendable. They were laid off, 
and left without anything to do. Their market no longer needed them. So with the 
twenty years in which they were alive longer than I was, they spent all of it 
watching television, having kids, and working a job that may not even apply 
anymore. How does that instantly give them more credibility than someone my 
age? You know, Mozart wrote his first concerto when he was nine. How many of 
these adults can’t even play a single instrument? Genghis Kahn raised his first 
civilian army to fight the Chinese warlords when he was eleven. How many of 
these experienced adults managed even to get promoted for any reason other than 
being in a position for long enough they had to be? I want to take the position 
that it doesn’t matter how many years you’ve been alive, it matters what you do 
with those years. A time-based application of ‘its not how long it is, but what you 
do with it that counts.’ Does that make sense?” 

Needless to say, I was curious about his paper before it was even written. 
He clearly had invested a lot of thought already, and any young person who had 
enough fire and energy to assert that he is as useful a commodity as someone 
twice his age is either going to be worth listening to, if only because someone 
willing to take on a group much larger and more powerful than himself usually 
has either a plan or a recklessness that makes them fun to watch, or is going to 
crash and burn so quickly they won’t take up much time anyway. So I kept an 
eye on him, in class. If he noticed that I was watching him during a discussion I 
was pretty convinced he had an opinion on, he would occasionally join in. I think 
he did it just to goose me, and keep me happy. He said he respected me an 
enjoyed my class, so that could have been part of it. When we’re building our 
outlines, and developing the premise for the papers, I like to have my students 
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write just the basic question or topic on a large sheet of newsprint, and tape it to 
the wall. And then, they can all go around the room, writing their own notes or 
comments or questions onto the topics they see posted, to help one another 
explore new facets of their ideas. At the end of class, be brought his paper up to 
me, and held it open.  

“I deem this exhibit A.” It was entirely covered with long comments 
about people trying to get new jobs after being laid off work at forty or fifty, or 
going back to college at that age, or trying to date at that age. There wasn’t a 
single note on there about youth. “Think I can get it shrunk down enough to use 
as my cover sheet?” 

He brought in a completed first draft of his paper when the notes were 
due. He said it was easier to just bring in a first draft than to try and take it apart 
and pretend he had made an outline and notes to work from. When I asked him 
how long he had been working on it, he told me he wrote in last Sunday. It was 
eleven pages long, and full of quotes, with everything properly cited. I get in 
final drafts that have been worked on for weeks less complete. When I told him 
that, he just replied ‘anything worth doing…’ 

The paper had a lot of research behind it, into laws and precedents. He 
had interviewed store managers on their hiring practices, getting actual 
statements that kids aren’t to be trusted. In fact, he even had recordings from 
managers that admitted to telling their workers to pay special attention to anyone 
who looked college age or younger, workers and shoppers alike, so they wouldn’t 
steal, and copies of official reports conducted separately by police agencies and a 
consortium of security companies that named middle-aged women with children 
as being the nation’s worst shoplifters. Mostly it was just a really well-written 
paper. It had voice and tempo. It didn’t read like a boring research paper, wading 
through facts. It showed a propensity for good writing. He even had comments 
from students and teachers from our own college saying that they weren’t fond of 
the special programs kids at the school, because the young kids didn’t need the 
classes or financial support as much as the working adults. I wonder how their 
answers would have been different if they had known, as I found out a little later, 
that Warren was only seventeen when he was asking them those questions. I 
didn’t know myself until closer to the end of the class, at another conference. He 
had written a follow-up, giving suggestions of ideas as to how to overcome the 
problem he had brought up in his ageism paper. He used comparisons to civil 
rights movements or women and African Americans, with special programs and 
temporary mandatory training and involvement. He brought up important 
historical firsts, and pointed out that education was the first step to getting rid of 
any discrimination. It was important not only to educate adults as to how useful 
and skilled youth may be, but to educate the youth themselves as to what they 
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could accomplish. This was when I finally brought up his motivation behind the 
papers.  

“When I first asked about the topic you were going to write on, you said 
you had been thinking about it for a while. What made Ageism the problem you 
wanted to face? Was it a problem you felt you had when you were growing up, 
and in high school, or have you been having a hard time finding a job recently?” 
He lifted an eyebrow, and cocked his head at me a little. 

“If I were to ask you to guess, how old would you say I was?” 
“I would say between nineteen and your early twenties.” 
“And what do you base that on?” 
“Well, you don’t look young. You’re not tall, but you’re not short, either. 

You have fairly grown features, facial hair. Mostly you don’t act young. You 
truly don’t act as young as most nineteen year-olds, but I’d guess from what 
you’ve said that you’ve always been a little advanced. You do good work, you 
have a good transcript, you explain yourself in a rational, articulate manner.” 

“Thank you. I actually hear things like that not too infrequently. In a lot 
of the classes I take, I usually understand what I’m doing well enough that some 
of the other students ask me to help them. I’ve even noticed a few of the girls 
here using studying together as an excuse to see me. You know what usually 
turns that around?” 

“No, what?” 
“Because, eventually, the question of age comes up. Random talk of 

birthdays, or talking about getting to vote, or go to bars. Somehow, it comes up. 
And when it does, I refuse to lie. See, I’m seventeen. I started coming here full-
time last year. I had to get my license specifically for this. My family could argue 
that I didn’t really need a car to drive around and have fun, but college was kind 
of important.” 

“You’re seventeen? No. You’re joking, right?” 
“No. I’m not. I am quick though. I was reading to the other kids in 

kindergarten, I was at least a year ahead in grade school and middle school. I 
would often study what my sister was learning, and she was three years older 
than me. I was a 4.0 student all through high-school. And you’re right; I didn’t 
get along with many people, so I spent a lot of time alone.  I figured I could get 
better conversation if I just made up both halves, and so I did. For the seventh 
grade I spoke almost exclusively to myself, or characters of my creation. And I 
read. And I watched people. I don’t know what did it, the books or the 
imagination or the seclusion, but I never really go the whole immaturity thing. A 
lot of the things the other kids did, I didn’t get; the fighting and the games. My 
immaturity came mostly in my own refusal to accept limitations and rules. I 
caused a lot of trouble and broke a lot of laws, got into brawls with adults and 
peers alike. I rushed into relationships, and was frustrated whenever they stopped 
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moving, seemed to lull in some typical high-school moment. I can’t control how 
old I am. I was born without my consent or consideration. It just happened. And, 
as the moving of the globe would have it, I was born seventeen years ago.” 

“And that frustration is what made you decide to do a paper on ageism. 
A way to assert that you’re capable of more than you’re given credit for, and 
have value beyond the opportunity you’ve been given.” 

“Yep. It gets old, when you sit down with a girl, who seems to like you 
well enough. She thinks I’m cute, she knows I’m smart, she likes to listen to my 
opinions. And then, at some point, that one little fact shows up. And it truly is a 
little fact. And suddenly, she’s patting me on the head and talking down to me 
like I’m her little brother. She invited me out so I could help her understand the 
math, and then ends up telling me that if she can help me in any way, to let her 
know. This is my second year of college, and I have girls who’ve been here for 
one quarter trying to give me advice. Does that make sense? And the last job I 
held, same thing. I took a part-time job. I did every task that was given me, I did 
it well. I learned the registers in a half-hour before the store opened one day 
because we were short handed. I worked the damn register every day after that, I 
knew the job every bit as well as the assistant managers. And I never got a raise. 
Never got recognition. But I did get the manager telling me I was spending too 
much time having ‘study parties’ with my friends. Been working there a year, 
going to college and working full time. And I was getting busted on for doing my 
homework, accused of ditching work. I can deal with it sometimes. I don’t try to 
date girls here anymore, and I quit that lousy job. But, hey, I if I have to write 
about something, why not the one thing that makes me really angry? Because it’s 
the one thing that keeps coming to bite me in the ass, even though it’s the thing I 
have the least control over, and have worked the most to overcome.” 

His family found mention, in a letter that Warren wrote to himself, that 
he often wondered what I would have thought of his writing. After he wrote the 
first book, he stopped by the college a few times, apparently, to show it to me, 
but I was ever in my office. I still work at the same school, so it was easy enough 
for them to track me down, and give me some copies of things he wrote. He 
showed even more talent than I remembered from his papers. His stories held 
together so well, and his characters were almost real. I asked someone why he 
had never managed to publish any of them. They said he tried; and let me read 
some of the responses, and some of the things he wrote about them. A lot of the 
response letters said the same thing. He was too young and untrained a writer for 
them to deal with. They wanted someone older, someone with experience, and a 
writing degree. They didn’t want to be bothered to read a few pages to find out 
that he truly knew how to write a good story, they just wanted someone else’s 
word that he did. So, even after all those years, all he accomplished in spite of it, 
he never overcame his age in their eyes. He couldn’t shake the year he was born, 
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and he couldn’t make the world spin any faster. I wonder how much that had to 
do with it. How many scars he carried from things like that, that he tried to beat, 
but never fully got away from. I wonder how many times he just broke down 
from beating his head against those particular walls.  

He was one of those special kids. He didn’t fit in, growing up. So he took 
all those things that made him not fit in, and he pulled them all inside, and put 
them all together. He spent years making an entire world out of everything he 
had that kept him apart from everyone else, that kept him isolated for all that 
time. He made a colorful place, where he could be himself, and where he could 
share that self with others. And the entire time, he was trying to break down the 
walls that kept other people from coming in and seeing his world. I wonder who 
was waiting on the other side, if anyone helped. I wonder if anyone ever finally 
made it in, to see what he had created to share with them. To find out that all 
those things that made him different, that set him apart, were really what made 
him so special. Or if, in the end, he couldn’t convince anyone else to set him free 
from the one little piece of himself he always hated. 
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Taylor 
 
Warren would hate to hear me say it, but I’ve been praying for him every 

night, since I heard about it. He always hated the idea of people praying for him, 
even more than he hated the idea of praying himself. At first I thought maybe it 
was just because he didn’t like religion, didn’t like Christians. But, the more I got 
to know him, I got to know that it was more because he thought it was a little 
rude, for someone to assume they knew what he needed to be forgiven for or who 
he needed to apologize to. As far as he’s concerned, he acted almost always 
based on his own beliefs, and he didn’t want someone going around telling God 
that he had done something by mistake, or because he didn’t know better, when it 
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may have been something he planned for and was proud of. His own sense of 
right and wrong was hearty enough, he said, and any problems God may have 
had with it was between the two of them, he didn’t need any interpreters or 
intermediaries making the entire situation more confusing.  

The mistake I made when I first got to know Warren is one I think a lot 
of people make. They assume that he doesn’t care about religion just because he 
never goes to church, loves blasphemy, and doesn’t trust people who outwardly 
live for Jesus. It sounds funny, but he really had his own series of beliefs, and 
when it came to those, he was very serious. Sometimes, just to make a group of 
us uncomfortable, he would retell this story of his about a time when he would 
fool around and get head on the stoops and entryways of churches with an old 
girlfriend of his. And even though he told the story with a sinister smile on his 
face, enjoying making everyone squirm, sometimes going into more detail if he 
knew it would get under someone’s skin, the entire point of the story was that he 
didn’t think a building was anything to hold sacred for any reason other than it’s 
architecture. You’d be hard pressed to get him to cross his own beliefs, the things 
he thought really mattered, even if his life depended on it. He just didn’t care 
much for churches, or all the ceremony he thought went along with religion in 
general being far too organized. He would ask me: 

“Did Jesus walk around preaching to people in churches?” 
“He spoke with everyone, sometimes in pagan temples, a lot of time just 

out in the open.” 
“And he spoke mostly to merchants dressed to the nines?” 
“Merchants didn’t always want to listen to him. He spoke to a lot of the 

commoners, who didn’t have much besides their robes.” 
“So why the fuck do you people put on your nicest and most 

uncomfortable clothes to sit on uncomfortable seats in pointlessly decadent 
buildings of polished wood and glass and shiny metal when you go to hear about 
him? Wouldn’t he be happier if you sat in, say, an open park, with maybe a 
simple gazebo or tent to keep out rain in the winter, and then spent the money 
you waste on the building and upkeep of your churches to help people who 
cannot afford special Sunday clothes?”  

Arguing about religion was one of his favorite things to do, really, with 
people of any faith. He knew something about most of them, and used the 
arguments to learn even more. And the more he learned, the more he argued to 
get even more knowledge. Warren loved theology. Not in the way most students 
of theology do, studying religion to learn enough to prove that all religions 
besides theirs was full of crap, he said. What he really loved were all the things 
people believed in, to help them deal with life; loved the evolution of Gods and 
myths as people and regions developed. Was fascinated by how they changed 
from a way to guide and explain life, to an excuse to live the way they wanted to. 
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That most faith systems started as a way to explain how the world got to where it 
was, why things happened, and to give a sort of guideline of how to live well, 
and then became the justification for greed and hate and paranoia and barbaric 
behavior. The richer and more prosperous a people became, the more 
complicated and contradictory their religion became, or provide excuses and 
loopholes for certain behaviors.   

“Have you noticed that religious activists always want punishments for 
public nudity, or nudity on television, for swearing and abortion, all of which are 
illegal or have been at some point, even though the bible never actually says 
those things are wrong, and yet they don’t have a problem with the fact that 
insurance is one of the countries biggest businesses, more and more of which are 
actually becoming legal requirements by our country, and that’s one of the things 
the bible specifically says is wrong?” 

This is why he didn’t trust the religions of those groups. The ones who 
let their beliefs change to fit the morals of a people, instead of made their morals 
fit to their religions guide of right and wrong. It became too easy for them to be 
assholes and still consider themselves better than everyone else. He said an 
honest Christian is one of the world’s biggest rarities; he only knew of three, and 
only two made us look any good. However different we were, it was always fun 
to discuss things with him though. Warren didn’t get as angry as a lot of non-
Christians do when you discuss religion, tending to just sit, smiling, and kept 
talking, asking questions. If it looked like a debate was reaching a stalemate, or 
someone was getting angry, that was just the end of it; it was time to go have 
dinner and discuss something else. I know he respected people who could 
express their beliefs and explain them without getting angry. Something you 
believe in, something you base your life on, you should be able to explain well 
enough to make it make sense to anyone else. By Warren’s mind, if there was 
one thing in the world worth mastering, it was the basis on which you make 
decisions and live your life. Which made a lot of sense.  

His own beliefs were based on a lot of things. He had come through a lot 
of trouble to find them. I think they centered around art. I remember the first time 
he tried to explain it to me.  

“Alright, why don’t we have pictures and statues of God?” 
“Because he said we shouldn’t try to capture his image.” 
“And when Moses asked God what his name was, after being convinced 

that’s who he was talking to through burning bushes and snakes that used to be 
sticks, why did God refuse to give him a name?” 

“Because back in those days, names meant things. They applied to 
characteristics a person had or was intended to have. So by asking God’s name, 
Moses was partially asking for an outline of who he was, something concrete, 
and God is always changing, he can’t be nailed down.” 
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“So, then, we can’t know what he looks like, and he’s always changing. 
So what do we know about him?”  

“We know he created the world, and created us. We know he gave us 
rules to live by, and punished those who refused to follow the rules. We know he 
loves us, because he sent his own son to teach us to be better people, and to die 
for us.” 

“What does the book say about him creating us?” 
“He made us out of clay…” 
“And how did she choose to shape us?” 
“Oh. He created us in His image.” 
“So we were designed to be like him, but the only things we know about 

him are that he created things, didn’t want us to be assholes, didn’t like people 
who were assholes, and, theoretically, loved us. Yeah?” 

“Pretty much.” 
“Then unless I am creating something, and not being an asshole, I’m 

being a pretty lousy person. Creating things is my connection to God. It’s like 
prayer, only less bullshit, and I never ask for a new pair of jeans.”  

It was a good point. It explained why he would lock himself away 
sometimes and write for twelve hours a day. And while I didn’t read everything 
he wrote, I never read any of it that seemed false. His stories were fiction, but he 
didn’t write fiction that glorified anything he didn’t believe in, he didn’t make 
things up to look smarter or more political or pointlessly patriotic or anything. 
Warren didn’t pander; he just wrote what he wrote, wrote what came to him. He 
didn’t even really take credit for coming up with the ideas. They came to him, the 
stories unfolded. As though he was just the medium they went through. Like 
taking dictation. At the time we were discussing it, he was actually working on 
some notes from Dante’s Divine Comedy. Last time I spoke to him, he’d been 
working on a series of short stories that were based largely on Dante’s work, only 
a little deeper into the realms, and following along a little closer to his own 
beliefs than the catholic version. Because Dante interested him so much he 
wanted to express how much he thought of the work, and how interested he was 
in the concept of making a story out of what you believe, and he wanted to do it 
without pointing fingers at people, just actions. Actions were what made people 
what they were, not politics, and the humanity of the stories were what he 
thought made it such an amazing story, something he wanted to be a part of.  

And I think he took his beliefs a lot more seriously than just the art, even. 
If you ask me, his faith was why he didn’t date. He didn’t care so much about not 
having premarital sex. In fact, he let it be known that he wanted a good blowjob 
more than he wanted to have little toes. He just didn’t want to use someone for 
sex. Using people, taking advantage of people, was wrong to him. So even if he 
had an opportunity to, even though he wanted someone to touch him so much 
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sometimes I think he didn’t know what to do with himself, he didn’t. That’s what 
I think anyway. If a relationship didn’t have a reason for being, any potential or a 
possible future, then they were just wasting each other’s time, and keeping them 
from the future that was waiting for them somewhere. It was just a matter of 
doing what was right, which was more important than getting laid. He also 
refused to use his art to try and impress a girl. If he was at a poetry reading, and 
some girl was oohing and ahing about how impressive those writers were, how 
much she dug guys who could do that, he didn’t sit down and tell her that he was 
a writer. His stuff was probably as good if not better than the other guys, but it 
wouldn’t be right, wouldn’t be honest to the poetry to use it to get this girl’s 
clothes off. So he stayed alone, until someone was interested in him because they 
were interested in him, not because he tricked them into being into him, or made 
them believe he was exactly what they were looking for. Really, he just wanted 
something that he didn’t have to steal or con his way into. Warren said he’d done 
enough of that, and didn’t see the point anymore.  

The trouble with it was, it was hard to tell when he was being serious, or 
when he was just joking about religion. I know he had to have had a serious 
streak in there somewhere. I hired him once to paint me a picture to use as a 
visual aid, a sort of abstract of a puppet who looked like me, with the controls 
being in one hand of good, and one of evil. He jumped at the chance, and did two 
versions, because he wasn’t sure how fanciful he wanted the abstract to be. I took 
the one I liked the best, the most realistic of the two, and he took the other. He 
said he felt bad asking for money for it, because he liked the pictures, and he 
liked the reasons for painting them. But then, like I say, he was hard to figure out, 
as far as when he was joking or not. It was almost impossible to know if he was 
serious about worshipping his pagan gods, or if he actually named people to be 
the totems of virtues he respected. Maybe Tom Waits was actually his god of 
music, the symbol of what could be created with sound, or maybe he just really 
liked the guy’s songs. Maybe Sydney Moon and Raylene really did represent the 
twin Goddesses of lust and beauty and physicality, or maybe he just liked jerking 
off to pictures of them. That was the problem I had. I didn’t know when the 
joking stopped, and the real Warren began, because he wouldn’t tell me. He 
seldom expressed it outright. It was more fun for him, I think, to let people guess. 
Guessing meant they were thinking about it, and thinking things is the only way 
he thought that they would ever improve upon their own beliefs, or ever get close 
to someone else. I do know he thought people should bag almost all organized 
religion besides Buddhism, even if they keep the books and such, and make 
people come up with their own set of beliefs. By Warren’s theory, if you think 
about them enough to name them, to set the standards, ideals, and symbolism, 
then he thought people would be more likely to stick to their beliefs. I don’t think 
so, I think it would be easier for them to bend the rules, because nobody would 
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know but themselves. But, on the rarest occasion, he had a tendency to appeal to 
the strength he thought people could have, instead of the corruption he knew they 
often acted on. Faith in people was often as important, he told me once, as faith 
in gods, because God may or may not exist, we have no proof either way. But 
we’re going to spend the rest of our lives with people, whether we like it or not.  

Makes me wonder, a little, about the way he ended it all. I know suicide 
isn’t a good thing in my religion. Which is why I’ve been sitting here, praying for 
him, for forgiveness for every time he yelled ‘Sweet Zombie Jesus!’ or swore or 
got mad and yelled at God. But, really, I don’t know why he did it. And without 
knowing, I still have to wonder if he did what he did because he felt he had to, 
because he thought it was the right thing to do, or because he was giving up. 
Maybe he was sick of everything coming back to haunt him, no matter how hard 
he tried to move on to better things. Maybe he was sick of believing in people 
and treating them as well as he could, and expressing himself honestly, just to 
come home alone every night. I have no idea why he did it. I just hope that 
whatever reasons he had, he worked them out with God, so he can finally enjoy 
his rest. Even if he was a heathen, he deserved it. Even without believing in it at 
all, he was still a better Christian than a lot of the people I know.  
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Emerlynn 
 
I never actually met him. Not in person. I knew him for years, though, 

over the internet. We started discussing music and birthdays on day in some 
chatroom. Must have been thirteen or fourteen at the time. Our birthday is the 
same day, and they were getting close, right around them. He was friendly, and 
funny, and depressed; a lot like me. So I started sending him messages whenever 
we were online at the same time. That was, what...ten years ago. A little less, 
maybe a little more. It’s hard to keep track. I don’t know for sure. Anyway, we 
were as close as the bonds of electricity and conversation could bring people. He 
knew almost as much about me as any of my friends here. And I know he told me 
things he didn’t tell his friends. He didn’t think it was healthy for worlds to 
collide too much, so he didn’t talk too much about work with old friends, never 
invited old friends to drink with coworkers, never spoke much about his art and 
solo adventures with either. But he told it all to me. I saw all the threads. I think 
he felt it was safer to tell me everything, since there was less chance of me 
showing up at a party full of information and secrets about everybody.  
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Warren always had some mood swings. Not to an unhealthy extent, I 
don’t think, but they were definitely there. Sometimes when we spoke he would 
be full of pride about something he had written or done. Sometimes he would 
speak about himself with such venom and animosity it chilled the blood. He 
never understood how much I hated when he said those kinds of things about 
himself...But it really bothered me. It hurt sometimes. After all, if I thought that 
much of him, and he insisted he was such a rotten person, what does that say 
about me? And what does it say about his opinion of me if he cares so little about 
what I think, how much I thought of him? He never got that though: he never 
looked at it that way. He was just expressing himself. 

It’s probably hard to understand, since we didn’t really know each other 
in the traditional way. But he was a great guy. Warren was always willing to 
listen, always had good advice. He wrote a lot. I'm sure you know that. But the 
things he wrote were...moving. They were great. And he painted. And he cared. 
When I first started talking to him, he was always bitter, always saying that he 
didn’t believe in emotion. In the wrong sort of mood, he spoke as though he was 
the biggest badass the world had ever seen. And from what he said, he did get 
into some trouble. No doubt he was tough, but he still always cared. About his 
friends, about me, about people he scarcely even knew. There were a few times 
that he told me stories. When he was in the eighth grade, he had whatever the 
junior-high version of a mental breakdown is. Forgetting how to talk and 
socialize and, basically, be a human being. He was just, you know, there. Just 
sitting and doing his thing listening to all the problems of wandering junior high 
kids or budding alcoholics or cheerleaders or whatever. Whatever it was he did to 
make it so one of the weirdest, lower level of kids in his school got to the point 
where he was listening to the secrets and inner thoughts of some of the most 
popular, giving advice and consolation and an ear to listen. Somehow making 
kids feel better who needed it. Not because they were his friends. Lord knows 
most of them couldn’t be bothered to look him in the eyes, let alone act friendly 
to him outside of school, or even outside of these single, confessional instants. 
No, he listened just because they needed somebody to care, and he did.  

That will probably sound like a bit of a contrast. He always considered 
himself a bad person. Violent. Just this side of villainous, just the other side of 
criminal. And in some cases he was those things. But he never really stopped 
caring, even when he stopped understanding why, or what caring was. I think that 
was part of the problem. 

For the entire time I knew him, he was lonely. He cared for people, 
helped people, and then they left. Nobody cared back. And after a while, it 
started to eat away at him.  

Since the fist day I said hello, he seemed to be looking for someone. 
Back then, I think, he believed that someone loving him would make all the 
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world better. All his problems would just evaporate. Warren met his first 
girlfriend, and for a while, he was happier than I guessed he could have been. He 
loved doing the whole romance thing. But when she left him after just a short 
time, it messed him up a little. Even though he hadn't expected it to last forever, 
he had expected something longer, expected to be better because of it. Since he 
couldn’t think of what else to do, Warren kept trying to get her back, so he could 
turn what had been their relationship into what it should be. But that didn't work. 
A little later, he met a girl who was as bitter and depressed as he was. They were 
together a little longer, but I think he was still lonely. They never connected like 
they should have, never really talked. And that was it. The last time he had a 
girlfriend. She left him when he discovered her cheating on him just days before 
his seventeenth birthday. The year before, his first girl gave him the bad news-
gave him the boot-the day after his birthday. And there weren't any more after 
that. No more steady girlfriends.  

Can you imagine that? Going for over five years with the last romantic 
encounter of any kind being a girlfriend you had when you weren't yet 
seventeen? He never knew what good sex was, never knew what it was like to 
wake up next to someone. Never knew an adult relationship. That tore him apart. 
It wore him down.  

The closest he came to being in love was a pair of friends. One was the 
first girlfriend, who, after a few years of bashing himself against his indifference 
and vague contact, eventually became a good friend. He would always seem 
cheerier and refreshed for a while after she visited him. They got along really 
well, and he respected her. Warren respected so few people. But he truly did 
respect her. For long periods of time, they wouldn’t see each other, but he would 
look forward to each visit. Truly, he cared about her a lot. In a way that made 
him confused and happy; he described it as if something was growing and 
glowing inside him. It wasn’t as thought he felt obligated to her, really, and he 
wasn’t overwhelmed by lust. He just cared about her, how she was feeling, how 
he could make her happy. She inspired him.  

The other was a newer friend named Persia. She was brightness 
personified. He got along with her from the second they met, and was crazy 
about her from their first few conversations on. They spent time together, and he 
planned these grand romantic gestures. But she left, moved away, he didn’t hear 
from her again. It was sometime after that that he started writing his first book. 
Warren didn’t tell anyone anything about it when he was working. Later, he told 
me he was afraid to jinx it. He started writing notes and scripts the night she left, 
and then, in mid-sentence on a script, started writing a new story. And he wrote 
until he had to go to work the next day. Every day he went home and wrote until 
he was exhausted. If he didn’t get exhausted, he wrote until he had to go back to 
work. Since had never written anything longer than ten pages before, it was 
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something of a surprise. He was amazed when the page count reached 50. And 
100. And on. And then it was done. Warren had written a book. Even after the 
fact, he was almost afraid to call it a book, it was such a surreal experience. 
However, he had some copies printed and sent them to his friends and family. 
For the first time in a long time, he was proud. And he should have been. It was a 
good story.  

It wasn’t until years later that he told me the rest. The part about the book 
that bugged him-taunted him and chipped way at him. Writing a book was a big 
step for him. He didn’t think he would ever have done it. And when he was done, 
he sat, and stared at it, printed off and laying on the floor of his small apartment. 
He had done this. And he desperately wanted to tell someone. Warren really 
wanted to tell Persia, show her what he had done. But she was gone. Without a 
lot of other friends, he just spent a lot of time sitting around and missing the girl 
who had gone away without a word afterwards. I think that the longer she was 
gone, he started missing her so much that he spent more and more of his time 
with his imagination, and he kept writing. When he finished a new book, he just 
printed them up, and put a copy with the copies of the everything else that he had 
saved in case he ever saw Persia again, to show her what he had done.  

The next two he didn’t even save for her, he knew she wouldn’t see 
them. He printed them, and put them in a box. Warren told me he wrote them 
thinking about his friend, the one that he only saw sometimes, the other girl who 
meant a lot to him. The themes were things he thought she would like. She had 
read his other ones, and he hoped she would read these. But he didn’t see her 
again to show her. He only spoke to her once afterward. She was too busy. And, 
truthfully, she was done. He said it was his fault. Here this girl, who he respected 
so much, cared about so much, that a lot of his female characters had a little of 
her in them. A girl who inspired him to such a degree that, years later, he wrote 
this short story based on a dream, and alternate reality where they ended up 
together. Naïve idiot that he was, Warren let her read it. He thought it would be 
harmless; just a sweet little fiction story about someone he truly cared for. It 
wasn’t as though he was asking her to marry him, wasn’t even asking her to date 
him. Just telling her how great he thought she was in the form of a fiction story. I 
read it, and it was cute. But he was certain that was why he didn’t see her. A line 
had been crossed. And she was gone. 

Those were the two times he was nearly in love. I think he probably truly 
loved them both. And they didn’t really care. Didn’t want him to. Turned their 
backs and walked off. He tried to date, after. But it never went anywhere. And 
the thing is- Warren truly did want to be something good for someone. Always 
working on improving himself, trying to be a better person, just so he was a 
better person to be around. It wasn’t just that he wanted someone around, he 
wasn’t in anything just for sex. Warren was truly fascinated by women, I think he 
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loved all of them at least a tiny bit. It was almost an obsession for him, and it just 
got worse the longer he went without. Because they were soft and interesting. 
Generally, he didn’t get along well with men, and he never had. Women were 
such an incredible thing for him, he was at least a little bit in awe around them. 
He would come online some nights, and seem distracted. Then he would start in 
on some story about a dream he had, or a girl he saw. 'All the world for a smile 
from a pretty girl.' Those movies you see about men who win wars and single-
handedly bring countries to their knees just for a single girl? Where he’s driven 
by the thought of her eyes to reach for something great, like William Wallace or 
something. Warren was one of those. Or he would have been, had found a girl 
who cared, who wanted to inspire him that much. The right girl could have 
brought out so much in him, to be anything in the world. If she only showed up. 
There was one girl he met at work he took enough of an interest in that he 
worked so hard to try and remember how to be charming and friendly. But she 
wasn’t interested. Didn’t see him as being worth the time, not interesting enough.  

That was something else that got to him. He said it was like waking up 
and suddenly finding yourself to be old. Warren used to be a badass; he used to 
be strong and dangerous, a fighter and a thief. Over the years, he worked hard to 
overcome these things, and now he was boring as a result. And it had been hard 
work. There were a few times I didn’t know that he would make it. Once, he was 
starving to death. Literally. Then, out of nowhere, along comes this woman who 
read some of his poetry. She thought he was talented, and adorable. She had 
enough money to be comfortable, and enough to make him comfortable. So she 
offered him some, if he would have sex with her. Again and again she would tell 
him that he was so creative, had such a way to create things with his hands, she 
wanted him to express himself on her. She was married, and had kids, and was 
overweight. Warren was starving, and losing his apartment, and she was offering 
to make that go away, and what’s more, to pay to publish his books, and to pay 
for a gallery to show his art. He could have his own show for a month. The books 
he worked so hard for could be printed. He could eat. All he would have to do is 
pretend to care about this woman a few times a week, and he would be set. Still, 
he said no. That wasn’t the way he wanted to have his books printed. Later, after 
he lost the place, he ran across a plan to get ten or twenty thousand dollars for a 
credit card scam. Had all the details worked out, but he couldn’t live forever on 
it, and he didn’t want to have to face himself or anyone else with that as being 
how he gets money. That was a big thing for him. He came up with another job, 
stumbled onto it, really, that would have gotten him millions of dollars. Millions. 
Plural. He would be set for life. Again, he turned it down. Because he'd never 
meet the girl of his dreams if he was in jail, and if he pulled it off, he didn’t want 
to have to explain to someone he cared about that he got the money because he 
stole it. Warren didn’t want to watch that kind of thing reflect back at him from 
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the eyes of someone he loved. If he cared about someone, he wanted them to see 
him with some respect. So he stayed poor. And now he was boring. Or at least 
that’s what the girl at work said. What did it matter if he was a writer, good 
enough that he not only wrote well, but could help other people write well, too.  

I complained once about not thinking I had much of a writing voice. 
Since he refused to tell me to quit whining, he told me how he developed his. At 
first he wrote only poetry, and refusing to write poetry that didn’t have a rhyme 
scheme of some kind. Anyone can write flowery words and call it poetry, but 
most of that stuff sucks, he said. It was the kind of pointless pap that gave poets a 
bad name; a crutch for those who weren’t good enough to write anything worth 
reading. So he wrote in rhyme until he could express anything he wanted with it. 
When he could take something chaotic and serious and painful and emotional, 
and write it in an oversimplified quatrain style simple enough for children’s 
verses, and it was still good, he moved on. Once he was comfortable with free 
verse, he wrote short stories. And then the books. This long path wasn’t the result 
of his sitting and thinking out how to make himself good. He just didn’t want to 
make a mockery of writing by thinking he could just do anything. Writing was 
that important to him. All this time and soul put inm and the girl never cared to 
read a word. Warren taught himself to paint, because he didn’t want his style to 
be tainted by the approval of an art teacher. His pictures were rich and interesting 
and raw. But he was still boring in her eyes. Sure, he stayed up most of the night, 
one night, upholstering a tin box, by hand, simply because he knew what he 
wanted to give her, and couldn’t find it anywhere, and wouldn’t let the fact that 
nobody made or sold what he wanted stop him from giving it to her. When he 
couldn’t find one, he designed a card that the little animal he stuck inside would 
carry. Because he wanted her to know he was thinking of her and he didn’t know 
how to ask her out like a normal person. Didn’t much matter to her. And for all 
the work and the romantic gestures, that was a girl he was just a little interested 
in. Now try to imagine how he was when it came to Gabrielle and Persia. For a 
while, I thought he had found another one. Another girl who could do that to him, 
a girl he cared about as much as either of them; maybe more than both of them 
eventually. Never even caught her name. Only how he felt. 

"I'm a little at odds..." 
"About?" 
"New girl. Met her at the gym a few weeks ago." 
"She cute?" 
"As a bug's ear. And more. Beauty has a ways to go before it catches up 

to this girl. But that ain't the half of it. She's...if I was given the power of god for 
one day, just so I could create the perfect girl, any girl I could imagine, with 
everything I could want her to be, she would still be a pale shadow next to this 
one." 
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"So make a move." 
"She has a boyfriend." 
"Hence the odds you find yourself at? There'll be other pretty girls." 
"You know I don't get this deep for just a pretty girl. Half the girls I see 

are pretty. I've been dreaming about this girl every night since the first real 
conversation I had with her. I get so lost in what she’s saying I forget how long 
I’ve been working on anything. Sometimes we go out to eat afterwards, and I 
would do anything to make the night go on. The place we were eating at closed 
down on us one night, and I could have smacked the waitress who told us it was 
time to go." 

"Are they good dreams?" 
"The best. Happy dreams. Sometimes we’re married, and raising adopted 

children, and things are stressful, but still happy. Sometimes we’re adventuring 
somewhere I’ve never dreamed before, exploring weird new places. Sometimes 
they're even like regular dreams, people chasing me trying to kill me. Only she's 
there. And I'm not worried. I don’t have to fight, and she doesn’t get hurt, and we 
get away. That has never happened. Ever." 

"Wow. I don't know what to say." 
"I don't either. I hear these stories, running in my head. Things I've seen 

in movies and books, some from real life. These guys who meet a girl, and know, 
right then, just know that this is the girl. And even if she has someone, they tell 
her ' I am going to marry you. We'll be in love, and happy, and married.' and then 
they are. And when I see her, that’s all I think. How much I want to be with her, 
for good. To say that to her, and for it to happen." 

"A little soon for marriage, yeah?' 
"...you don't know this girl. No. We don't have to get married now, but 

we should be together. We should pack a bag, and fuck off to another country for 
a while. Have some fun together, adventure, and then get married later, if she 
wants. But it has to happen. It's what should happen." 

I asked him a week later, and a few after that. He was still having the 
dreams about her, still couldn’t get her out of his head. He had only grown more 
convinced that she was something special, and that she was the one for him. 

“This girl…nothing prepared me for this. Nothing. Not Gabrielle, not 
even Persia. I thought I had a guess at how cool a girl could be. I knew nothing.”  

“Getting that deep, huh?” 
“I’ve never been this attracted to anyone. Psychically, mentally, 

emotionally. I am falling so hard for her…so fast. I want to take her with me 
everywhere, want to spend all my time with her. Want to make her smile and 
laugh in the way that only she can. I want to carry her off in my arms and lie with 
her in a pale light, to write chapters of our story with my tongue on the surfaces 
of her body; her beauty. I want to be beside her in peace and warmth and love 
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and relaxation. I want to bind myself to her—have a family with her, live my life 
with her. I can’t stop thinking about her. I don’t want to stop thinking about 
her…” 

But he was afraid, too. Being alone for so long had damaged his 
confidence like nothing else could. Warren wasn’t ready to be broken again. He 
couldn’t stand something as intense as what he felt around her be taken away 
because he made the wrong move, because he offended her in the memory of her 
boyfriend, however far away he may be. At the end of the day, he wasn’t ready to 
be the asshole in her eyes, the guy who hits on every girl he meets, the guy who 
doesn’t mean things. It was more than he could take, caring for her that much and 
having one more of his favorite people, the ones he really cares for, turning their 
back because he made them uncomfortable, because he cared more than he 
should, or because it wasn’t convenient to stick around. He couldn’t deal with 
finding something he had been looking for longer than he understood why, 
someone who was fast becoming something special, someone very important to 
him, possibly the most amazing girl he had ever known, and then loose it. 
Warren would rather face anything than that.  

And now he’s gone. They won’t have that chance to know what he could 
have been. That last girl will never even know how much he wanted to take care 
of her and make her happy. How much he would have loved her. She'll never 
realize what she missed out on. Only I know. And there'll be no more stories, no 
more late night conversations or half-drunk e-mails. I wasn’t even invited to the 
funeral. I'm not a "real" friend. His family only told me about what happened to 
him because he told them to in his letters. I'm so far away, and I’ve never met 
him face-to-face. Yet I think I knew him better than any of those people. 
Appreciated him. All his life, surrounded by people who made him feel 
completely alone, people who he cared for and reached out to as much as he 
knew how, and who ignored it, were completely ignorant that he was there at all, 
or making any effort. They left him all alone, celebrating his greatest victories 
and birthdays by himself. They made him die lonely. But I’m the one who isn’t 
the real fucking friend. Funny how that works, isn’t it? They blew it, without 
ever knowing what they were doing. They ruined him, and now my friend is 
gone. And I never even got to meet him. 
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Gabrielle 
 
Warren and I were close. A lot of people didn’t know that. We knew 

each other for a long time, and I guess I thought we knew each other pretty well. 
We were friends for quite a while. We didn’t always see each other very often, 
but I always knew he was there. When I needed someone, I could call him 
anytime. I mean that literally, too. I could call him at three in the morning on a 
Tuesday, and he would be glad to hear from me. He was a good friend, and I 
knew he’d do anything for me. He was reliable. And I really thought he was 
getting better. Not that…he wasn’t sick, or anything. It’s just that he was just 
different than most people. Had a hard time getting by in the real world, and 
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there were a lot of things he didn’t understand; he didn’t like to give in to life, 
sometimes. I don’t know, I’m making him sound, like, mental or something, and 
he really wasn’t. He was one of the smartest guys I ever knew. He just didn’t fit, 
I guess. He lived a lot in his own mind. When he was younger, he was depressed 
a lot, and angry a lot. That’s what I mean, when I say he was getting better. He 
seemed more balanced and calm. Not so worried, or tense, or sad, not trying to 
keep the world away or make it change for him. He had a job, in an office, some 
kind of supervisor. He was writing a lot, and painting. He was a responsible 
adult, living a pretty normal life. So different than how he was when we were 
younger.  

Don’t remember much about him before junior high. I don’t know when 
exactly he moved to our school, but I do know he had been there a little while 
before I ever remember seeing him. He had a tendency to stay under the radar; it 
was one of his specialties. What I remember first about him was about the time 
most people started to notice him. Until then he was like a plane flying so far 
under the radar that he knocked people’s hats off. Like a space ship, hovering 
close enough to mess up people’s hair, but not doing anything anybody could 
understand. In all honesty, he just sat. That’s it. He sat. And he didn’t move, or 
speak or anything. Nobody knew why. His friends didn’t even sit around talking 
to him. They would all eat lunch together at the same table, and then, towards the 
end of the lunch period, everyone else would have cleared out of the cafeteria, 
and he would be sitting alone, nobody around for tables, just staring straight 
ahead, staring at the table. It was like he was in a trance. Some people tried to 
pull him out of it, get his attention. It didn’t work. A lot of kids stopped by to 
make fun of him. Some just watched him from wherever they normally ate, and 
did the same. I know we did, my friends and I. He knew it. He could hear us, and 
see us. He wasn’t retarded, and he wasn’t deaf. He just didn’t care. We didn’t 
matter to him. None of us. He did that for the better part of the year. Sometimes, 
towards the end, his friends could talk him into leaving, but, then, the next day or 
so, he would be back at his table. And that was how everybody got to know who 
he was. Because he didn’t do anything. He was the kid at the table. Everyone in 
our class had stopped to see him at some point. Teachers came by to see what we 
were talking about. No matter who sat down, waving their hands in front of him, 
trying to get him to open up, or making fun of him, he didn’t care, and he didn’t 
move.  

After everyone knew who he was, it became easier for his reputation to 
spread. The kids he hung out with weren’t the nicest guys; they were dirty and 
loud and got in fights. By the time we were in our first year of high school, he 
had a reputation for getting into plenty of trouble of his own. There was always 
someone saying that they saw him fighting in the park one night, or heard about 
him and his friends running from the police because they got caught stealing 



 59

something. You know what I found out, years later? The one time I specifically 
remember hearing about them running and hiding from the police, his friends got 
caught stealing burritos. From Taco Bell. They would sneak in the drive-through 
window and steal an entire backpack of burritos, and get caught crawling out. 
They didn’t take the money. They took the burritos under the heat lamp. And he 
never actually went along on these, not because he didn’t like the theft-he just 
hated soggy Taco Bell. He would usually run into them on the street or in the 
park, laughing about something, and then they would open this backpack full of 
burritos that had mostly all gone cold, and shortly after it would develop into a 
police chase, which was the part Warren really liked. But none of us knew that. 
We only knew what we heard; that they stole and had to run from the police, and 
stayed up all night getting drunk and stoned and doing whatever else. And you’d 
believe it, to look at him. He was quiet, and he always looked pissed off. He had 
long hair, and wore black clothes all the time, usually some t-shirt with a band 
logo on it, chains and necklaces. He walked through school with this look on his 
face like he wanted to kill everyone he saw. He didn’t talk more than he had to. 
Even if you spoke to him, he would often just stare at you, like you were some 
kind of yippy dog that wouldn’t stop barking and hopping around. But as stupid 
as his friends were, and as little as you’d think a guy like that would care about 
such things, he was really smart. He was in all the same advanced classes as me, 
and he didn’t get bad grades. Like, ever. Someone could say that they saw him 
walking around at two in the morning, and he would still show up to class and 
ace whatever test we had.  

My friends always used to give me shit about liking ‘bad boys.’ When 
we went on class trips, I always wound up meeting some guy in a leather jacket 
with an earring or a tattoo. Maybe that’s why I thought he was so interesting. But 
I knew there had to be more to him than everyone was willing to believe. In 
English class I noticed something about him; he was always writing. Always. In 
almost every class, almost every day. If he wasn’t sitting with his head on the 
desk trying to sleep or actually working, he was drawing or writing on notebook 
paper. He was writing poetry. What kind of criminal writes that much poetry?  

Every year the fifth graders go to an outdoors school, where we come 
from. The counselors are picked from high school students. For a week, they go 
to camp and help with the kids. The camp takes place in the first month of 
school, so the counselor meetings all take place in the summer. So you never 
really know who’s going to be there until you all show up. It isn’t available to 
freshman, but it’s open to anyone else. I was the most surprised when the first 
summer meeting came, and Warren showed up at the meeting with Trent. It made 
sense for Trent to show up; it was the kind of think he would think a cool kid 
should do. It would make him more popular, and get him out of a week of class. 
But it didn’t seem like Warren to volunteer for anything, let alone to take care of 
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and teach kids. I think we were all a little curious. He didn’t say much through 
the training. Chose to teach with the plants group, out of the four categories. To 
keep the kids diversified, at mealtimes the cabins sat at assigned tables, with one 
girls cabin and one boys cabin each sharing a table. And when it was time for us 
to choose table partners, he just kindof sat there. I was sitting near them, so I 
asked Trent.  

“Sorry. I’m with Jesse.”  
“Warren?” 
“Sure. Why not.” So I was partnered to eat three meals a day with one of 

the reputedly most disturbed and deranged criminals in school, while he tried to 
take care of five or six eleven year old boys in the middle of the woods. And it’s 
how I really met one of my closest friends.  

First of all, he tried hard to be a good role model for the kids. He didn’t 
swear in front of them, he didn’t threaten people. He really tried to be a good 
counselor. And it wore him out. He would come in with his kids, just happy to sit 
down for a while. One morning, when we were talking, he looked at me, and his 
eyes were dim and tired, like an abused dog.  

“I don’t know what made me think I could do this.”  
That’s when I saw the other guy inside him. The one that cared, the one 

that was trying to be better than he had been, that was trying to reach for 
something more. I watched him try and keep his kids calm. Watched him 
struggle not to lose his temper when they intentionally disobeyed him. I watched 
him sit there, dead tired and half asleep, but still listening to everything I was 
saying when I was complaining about my own girls. He offered some of the 
snacks he and Trent had brought. He always volunteered to clean up the table. He 
had his kids jog everywhere and do push-ups to burn off their extra energy when 
they got too mischievous. It didn’t help that his kids were truly a pain in the ass. 
And he did something so sweet I wish I had known about it at the time, instead of 
years later, when I found out by accident. On our second day there, we were 
cleaning the table at lunch. He was trying to organize the kids enough just to pass 
their plates down to one end of the table, and I was wiping up after the ones who 
were done. Rather suddenly, he put his hand on my arm, and asked if I could go 
get a coffee can to put the food waste in. When I got back, he had taken up my 
post at washing the tables. And from that meal on he washed the table at every 
meal, and did most of the cleaning. I thought he was just being nice, trying to 
make it easier on me. But it was something more. I wore tank-tops for most of 
the week. It was warm, and I spent my days in the river teaching kids about tiny 
fish and water insects and such. When I was wiping down the table, and he was 
trying to get his boys to listen, he noticed they were all distracted. He followed 
their eyes, and realized that when I bent over to wash the table, they could all 
look down my shirt, and were just staring at my breasts. Which is why he 
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stopped me so suddenly and sent me off. And why he didn’t make me wash 
tables anymore. He thought I deserved more respect than to be gawked at, and he 
couldn’t stop them, so he got me out of the position to be gawked at. Stop them 
or not, he did call them on it, later. Apparently on the way back to the cabin to 
get ready for the second half of the day, he pulled them together and had a talk 
about respecting women, and that they shouldn’t look at me in a way that I 
wouldn’t appreciate. If they wouldn’t do something, like stare and point, while I 
was looking at them, then they shouldn’t do it when I wasn’t. Half the school was 
convinced this guy was the worst thing they had ever seen, and he was explaining 
the importance of being a gentleman to a bunch of 11 year olds at camp. Because 
it was what he thought was right. Because he himself was a gentleman. And he 
liked me too much to let me be treated with disrespect. I read about that in an 
essay he had written. He forgot what the piece was about, and when I pointed it 
out to him, he started blushing. It was something he did, but didn’t really intend 
for me to ever know about it.  

That was back when we still didn’t know each other too well, though. 
We spoke at the camp, but were both more exhausted than not, and couldn’t 
maintain to deep a conversation. All we really learned was that there was more to 
each of us than either would have guessed. Afterwards, when we returned to 
school, we still spoke more. In the spaces in between class, if we ran into one 
another, or in the free study time in English, when I could find him without his 
headphones on. I spoke with Trent about him once or twice, just trying to find 
out more about him. I didn’t get much; I don’t think Trent knew him nearly as 
well as he though he did. He just had these notions about Warren, that he was 
really as anti-social as he appeared. I didn’t believe it. Warren and I spoke again, 
when it was time for homecoming. He actually took his headphones off when I 
sat down near him now. He used to just turn the volume down a little when 
people tried to talk to him, or listened over the music, reading lips and guessing a 
lot. But he actually wanted to talk to me enough to take them off.  

“Homecoming dance is coming up, you know.” He looked around 
briefly. He hadn’t been paying attention to the rest of the world for a while; he 
had to see what was going on. 

“Yeah. Saw the posters.” 
“Are you going with anyone?” A raised eyebrow and the faintest hint of 

a smirk. 
“Wasn’t planning on going at all.” 
“You know, Sheryl isn’t going with anyone, and I know she wants to 

go.” His head tilted, like a curious puppy.  
“Mm.” 
“I think you should take her.” His eyes narrowed a little bit, and his head 

jerked back a little.  
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“Don’t follow. Why?” 
“Because it’ll be fun. I would be cool to see you there. She needs a nice 

guy to take her.” He just looked at me.  
“…” He opened his mouth, but didn’t say anything. Just held his hand to 

his chest and then opened it out to me, shrugging.  
“Yes, you. You can’t fool me. You’re a nice guy, and you’re going to 

take Sheryl to homecoming.”  
So he did. She said that she was walking back from the parking lot after 

lunch, and she saw him come shouldering out the door, walking around like a 
quiet barbarian or angry assassin, as he tended to do. He turned, and stopped 
when he saw her, and then shrugged, and started walking towards her. He walked 
fast, and forcefully. When you saw him walking somewhere, it always looked 
like he had a definite purpose and destination about him, and he was going to 
kick the hell out of something when he got there. And then he pulled his 
headphones down around his neck, and stopped in front of her. He didn’t even 
acknowledge her friends, just looked at her.  

“You going with anyone to the dance?” No smile, just a question, asked 
as casually as if he had asked for the time. 

“No.” 
“Want to go with me?” Still no obvious emotion.  
“…okay…”  
“Right on. We’ll talk about it later?” She said it was like he was 

conducting business. 
“Yeah…” 
“Cool. Have a nice day.” Finally, he showed a half-smile, put his 

headphones on, and walked past her and her friends. They watched him go, 
looking vaguely around as he neared the end of the sidewalk, and then walked 
out the parking lot entrance.  It had to have been on of the most surreal 
experiences she’s ever had when being asked out, even today.  

They spoke some, before the dance. Discussed their plans for the 
evening, decided to go along with a friend of Sheryl’s, Michaela, who was going 
with Sheryl’s brother. They spoke a little, just trying to get to know each other 
better. Bit I don’t think it really went as well as either of them would have hoped. 
He was always looking for something they may have had in common, and she 
was looking for some proof that he was the opposite of everything people said he 
was. She asked him to go to her church youth group with her; she was very into 
religion in those days. And he agreed. On the next Wednesday night, he would 
show up at church for the group.  

When Wednesday finally came, he did walk down there. Sheryl was 
waiting upstairs for him to show up. It was Cherish who found him though. She 
was running from the upstairs part, where the main services were held, to the 
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lower levels, where the classrooms and such were. The stairway went past the 
landing where the main entrance was, and she could see him through the class, 
standing outside, staring up at the cross over the door. She stopped and looked at 
him, but he didn’t notice her. Just kept on standing there, hands in his pockets, 
staring up at the cross.  

“Warren?” Cherish had to open the door and yell for him before he 
finally noticed her.  

“Oh. Hey.” 
“How long have you been standing out here?” he looked around him.  
“Um…don’t know.” 
“Were you planning on coming inside?” 
“Working up to that. Pretty sure God doesn’t want me in his house.” 
“Why do you say that?” 
“Just a feeling. Slight concern I may burst into flames when I cross over 

the threshold. He knows things, yeah?” 
“Well, we have fire extinguishers everywhere. You’ll be fine. C’mon.”  
So he followed her in, and she led him upstairs to where Sheryl and her 

friends were playing secret agent with some smaller kids, rolling on the floor and 
drawing invisible guns on each other. Sheryl stopped when she saw him, and 
smiled a sheepish smile, a little embarrassed.  

“Warren. I thought maybe you weren’t going to come.” 
“Wouldn’t do that.”  
“He was standing outside, trying to make his peace with God before 

coming in.” Cherish patted him on the shoulder, and pushed him in away from 
the stairwell a little. Sheryl looked at him skeptically. 

“Did you make peace?” 
“Like cowboys and indians.” Sheryl scowled a little. Cherish grabbed 

him by the sleeve, and started toward the door to the main chapel. 
“C’mon, we’ll be starting soon.” He followed her, and Sheryl came along 

behind them both. They sat on the pews, along with the other kids, and their 
parents. He sat quietly during the service, didn’t say anything. He stood when he 
was prompted to, and sat silently during prayer. Finally the word was given for 
all the age groups to go to their groups downstairs. There was more talking, by 
the younger, ‘cool’ minister. They wanted Warren to tell about himself, but, 
really, there wasn’t much he readily told strangers. He did let them talk him into 
writing his name on a playing card and sticking it to the ceiling with a thumb 
tack, along with the hundreds of others from people who had been there for their 
first time. And then they had group discussions about God, and the youth 
minister told them stories. When it was done, a lot of the kids usually played 
games, or went to the gym to play volleyball. Cherish came running back to the 
room, after running away from playing a joke on some of the younger kids. There 
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were a few people talking in small groups, and the minister was telling jokes to a 
group of kids in the corner, and Warren was sitting alone on a folding chair, 
staring at the playing card on the ceiling with his brow furrowed.  

“Warren, Warren, Warren…where’s Sheryl?” 
“Not entirely sure. Disappeared somewhere when the priest guy was 

asking me questions.”  
“Why didn’t you go find her?” 
“Don’t really belong here; thought it might be rude to go wandering 

around this place alone.”  
Cherish said they sat and talked a while before she took him by the 

sleeve again and went to look for Sheryl. They finally found her upstairs, talking 
to her brother and some of his friends. When it was time to go, he walked out 
with her and her family, and then thanked them for having him. When he turned 
to walk off, her parents called out to him, to ask him if someone was going to 
pick him up. They seemed shocked that he was going to walk home by himself in 
the dark. He tried to explain that it was just a mile, he walked that all the time, 
but they insisted, telling him that he may never know what kind of people were 
out at night. That always amused him, because in that small town, he was one of 
the people usually out at night, causing trouble. But he let them give him a ride 
home. He was trying to be as polite as he could.  

The dance was no less awkward. When they finally got to the school 
after dinner, he already looked a little beaten. Michaela and Danny were fine, but 
Sheryl looked angry. He was standing next to her in a three-piece suit, his hair 
cut shorter than it had been in years and well-groomed, looking around, trying to 
think of nice things to say. She could hardly wait to run off with some friends. 
When I saw him a little later, sitting by a candle-lit table, I went over to talk to 
him.  

“How’s it going?” He just looked at me like a wounded animal. “That 
good, huh?” 

“I don’t know what I was thinking. Don’t belong here. Don’t have a 
fucking clue what I’m supposed to do.” 

“Well, dancing wouldn’t be a terrible idea.” He looked out on the dance 
floor. YMCA started playing, and Sheryl and the rest of our friends started 
dancing along, spelling it out and marching in place. He looked back at me, more 
distraught than before. “Okay. So, maybe not such a good idea. But on a slow 
song…” 

“I don’t know…I’m trying, but…just don’t know…” my date came and 
dragged me away. I saw him dancing with Sheryl a little later once or twice, and 
once I saw him with Michaela. They left pretty early to go watch some Tom 
Arnold movie. Everyone fell asleep in front of the TV but him, and when the 
movie was over he rewound it, and put blankets on Sheryl and Michaela and 
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Danny, all asleep on the couch. Then he sat in the dark, and waited patiently, 
until Sheryl’s mom came out, and woke everyone up so she could take Michaela 
and Warren home.  

She never really forgave him for not being the date she had expected that 
night. He tried to do something romantic for her once, to make up for it. He felt 
bad. But it didn’t work, and they never truly got along afterwards. He didn’t 
blame me at all for talking him into it. We still spoke in class. He was friendlier 
to me. Sometimes, he even spoke in whole, complete sentences. Then one day I 
got a call at home.  

“So…Gabrielle. There’s this concert in a few days…Dead Hot 
Workshop. My friends and I were going to go, I was wondering…do you want to 
go with me?” I didn’t know who the band was, but I said yes. I had been curious 
about him, I thought he was kindof cool. Cute, too. The next day in school, we 
talked more. I admitted I had no idea who Dead Hot Workshop was. It sounded 
like some kind of heavy metal name, and knowing his reputation…well, I wasn’t 
sure what I was getting into. But the next day he brought in one of their cds for 
me to listen to. It wasn’t heavy metal. It wasn’t even really hard rock. It was 
almost country, even. There were acoustic guitars and slow songs, and really 
good vocals. I told him how surprised I was by it, and he smiled at the cd a 
minute, and then looked back up at me.  

“You mean you thought it would be this heavy, hard-core rock, and you 
still said yes?” 

“Yeah...” He smiled wider than I had ever seen him smile.  
“…Awesome.”  
It was a lot easier to tell, after that, that he liked me. I could see that 

Trent was full of shit, at least a little, about Warren’s anti-social behavior. There 
was a Sadie Hawkins dance at school a week or so before the concert. He asked 
me about it. I told him I was just going with my friend Diane, because I knew 
how much he didn’t like dances. He put his hand on my arm, and thanked me. He 
said he would have gone, if I had asked him, but he knew he would have done 
something to fuck it up, and he’d rather not have to put himself in that situation. 
It was a pretty genuine appreciation. Which is why, come the night of the dance, 
I was pretty surprised when I was talking to my friends, and Diane stopped me in 
mid-sentence, and pointed over my shoulder to where Warren was standing. He 
started walking towards me, clean shaven and wearing slacks with a grey shirt, 
top button left open, and hair bouncing a little as he strode. He wasn’t nervous 
this time; he was looking right at me, a wolfish grin on his face. 

“I was sitting at home, and realized what a sin it would be for the most 
beautiful girl here to be dancing by herself. Just had to come down.”  

I couldn’t believe he came down just for me. I took his hand, and smiled, 
and looked around to my friends. I couldn’t think of much to say, so I led him 
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into the cafeteria where the dancing was going on. He walked after me. When I 
was talking to my friends, he stood by, his hand on my back. When we danced, 
we danced closely, and he looked at me with confidence. He hadn’t come for any 
reason but me. When the dance was over, I already had plans to go to dinner with 
my friends. So he smiled, and wished me a pleasant evening, and kissed me on 
the cheek. Then he walked off, down the hall to the exit, only stopping once to 
turn and smile at me again. I stood there a while, looking at where he had been. I 
had been right. He was so much more than anyone thought. This guy, who 
everyone thought was a dangerous criminal, who’s own friends thought he was 
incurably antisocial, dressed up and walked a mile just to dance with me and 
make me happy. He smiled and laughed and spoke just like a normal person, like 
he had always been charming and friendly. To the rest of the world, maybe, he 
was a freak. But to me, he was pretty special. 

On the first day back to school, we spoke like good friends. When school 
ended, he said he’d see me later, and walked me to my after-school band 
practice. When I came out the door of that, he was standing there in a different 
set of clothes with flowers. He had to walk a mile home to change, and a mile to 
the florist and then back across town to the school to get them there. But he did. 
Because he wanted to do one better than just ask me out. He wanted for us to be a 
couple. He said he would be thrilled and honored if I’d be his girlfriend. So of 
course, I said yes. By the end of the week it was time for the concert that he had 
originally asked me to go to, that started everything else. We went with Trent and 
his girlfriend, and Chris, with his dad. We sat on the floor, waiting for the show 
to start, with our arms around each other. He smiled when I played with his hair, 
and kissed me when I told him I thought he was cute. We spent most of the time 
by ourselves. Chris found other people he knew, and hung out with them, since 
none of them were at the show with girls to make him feel left out. Trent and his 
girl wandered off to be alone. So we stood together and talked. Towards the end 
of the show, I was exhausted, and could barely hold myself up. Warren stood 
behind me, letting me lean on him, his arms wrapped around me. I would start to 
drift, I was so tired, and he would hold me a little tighter to keep me standing. He 
seemed so strong, then, holding me up, keeping me warm, his hands pressed 
tightly against my waist, the very tips of his fingers brushing behind the top 
elastic of my panties, behind my pants. In my half-asleep haze, I remember it 
seemed so sexy, my knight in wolves clothing, holding me and pressing his 
mouth to my ear, whispering every once in a while, gently kissing them when he 
had nothing to whisper.  

I marveled, once or twice, that the guy who I was curious about because 
he had been a badass turned out to be one of the sweetest guys I had ever dated. I 
was amazed that I had somehow found both; the guy with a little bit of danger in 
his eyes, who people were afraid of, but who would do anything and everything 
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to make me happy. He called every once in a while just to tell me he was 
thinking of me, he ditched class to hang out with me in mine, and Mr. Steinman 
didn’t even care. And I was crazy about him. And that was the problem. Things 
moved to fast with him. Not physically; he didn’t have grabby hands, or 
anything. We were together a few weeks, and he hadn’t even tried to make out 
with me. But the way I felt about him. The guys I usually dated were more casual 
about it. We went out together a few times, and then kindof decided we were 
together. Warren and I…we were together before out first date. After a few 
weeks, I was thinking about later. I wasn’t prepared for something that took over 
me like that, and I wasn’t used to not being in absolute control of myself. When I 
had to tell him that I couldn’t be with him anymore, he tried hard to understand. 
He told me he was fine, and smiled to let me know he wasn’t mad. But as soon as 
I turned by back, his headphones were on, and I could hear the music from 
halfway across the room.  

For a while, he didn’t talk to me as much. He was always friendly when I 
spoke to him, but we were back to his short sentences, to him being distracted 
and more distant. Up until the next year, when we went back to camp. This time 
he brought a suitcase full of food and a mini-fridge. He was prepared and he 
wasn’t angry. He was good with his kids. He tried not to swear, and when they 
pushed his buttons he had to try hard not to get mad. But he was so much better 
than he had been before. He and his friend Russell shared a table this year, 
because the fifth grade class had more boys than girls. And when it was 
counselor time, he still didn’t look at me the same. When we were letting our 
kids wait in line for the payphone was the only time I was with him to talk alone. 
We caught up a little. He was seeing this girl named Haligh. They hadn’t been 
together long, but I was pretty sure they were sleeping together. He stayed 
distant, until the camp was finally over, and I sat with him on the bus ride back 
home. He started listening to his headphones, but I interrupted him when he was 
changing cds the first time, and he kept his headphones off to talk a while. We 
talked until I finally got sleepy, and he let me rest my head on his shoulder. 
When I woke up, he was listening to headphones again, but his big German army 
coat was draped over me. He said I was shivering in my sleep, and there was a 
look in his eyes…I could see that he cared. He was still my friend, even if he was 
a little uncomfortable.  

After that, we hung out more. Haligh left him, and he found out the little 
whore had been cheating on him. He didn’t even know how many guys she had 
been with. He was broken up for a while. Some days he didn’t even get out of 
bed to go to school. He was in college by then, so I would have to stop by his 
house to see him, instead of running into him at school. And he would be laying 
there, heart-broken and depressed in his bed. So I would lie down next to him, 
and talk. No matter how much he tried to keep to himself, he was always laying 
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with one of his arms around me by the time I was ready to leave. And no matter 
how stressed or frustrated or depressed I was, I always felt better when I had 
been talking to him. That’s the kind of friend he was. He listened, and I knew he 
would keep me safe. That was the best thing about being really close to him. I 
still felt safe whenever I was laying next to him, with his arms around me. 
Nothing could get to me. There wasn’t anything he could scare away. Even 
muscle cramps from cheerleading he would massage away for me.  

The next year was our last year to be counselors. He drove onto the 
middle school grounds with music playing, and walked up to the classrooms with 
a guitar case and a backpack, covered with beaded necklaces and Hawaiian leis, 
and an armful of loud, colorful shirts. And he wore a headband, with bee’s 
antenna on it. You couldn’t imagine a better counselor. If one of his kids didn’t 
want to go to camp, he talked to the little guy and got him excited about it, with 
the music and games that were to come. The guys he shared a cabin with, Trent 
and Russell, were the rest of his band, and every morning they played a song at 
top volume to wake their kids. They also woke up the kids in the cabins next to 
them. The guy from school band who used to play reveille to get everyone up just 
stopped and listened to them, instead. When they realized that people were 
listening, they rolled their amps to the open door and turned it up even louder. He 
didn’t just want to be a good role model. I don’t think he wanted anything that 
week. He was just this terrific whirlwind of energy and laughter. Kids from other 
cabins would run to spend time with him. He was the cool counselor. And when 
the kids were learning about fire safety, or survival, and we counselors were 
sitting in the back by ourselves, he would pull snacks and a soda from 
somewhere in his coat for me, or gently cradle my head and stoke my cheek and 
ear while I tried to nap on his shoulder. He put on skits for the campfire, made 
popcorn for his kids, told jokes to the rest of us. The only people who didn’t 
enjoy him being around were those few teachers who had decided that the 
counselors had too much freedom, and needed more structure. He himself napped 
through their lectures on counselors not drinking or smoking pot while at camp. 
When they tried to talk us out of loud music, he pointed out that the difference 
between the songs he played for the kids and the ones the teachers had then sing 
at lunch time was that his were slightly less loud, and entirely less retarded. He 
and Trent created rifts between the teachers, as they argued about whether all the 
counselors should be kept on a tight leash just because a few had been 
irresponsible years before, and the fact that, if they didn’t have a good time, 
getting counselors to volunteer would get harder and harder. When it was movie 
night for the kids, and the teachers tried to keep us in organized, sanctioned 
activities for our break, instead of playing cards and talking and telling dirty 
jokes like we used to he stood up and faced the teachers with the first angry look 
he had all week.  
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“You know what? Fuck this. We volunteer for this; most of us have to do 
extra work to make up for the time we miss from our own classes for this. We do 
it because its fun. This night is supposed to be about us having a break from our 
kids, to spend some time laughing and having fun and engaging in intelligent 
conversation with our peers. About enjoying the company of grown people, not 
being treated like kids ourselves. I can’t tell jokes and have fun? Fine. But I’ll be 
god damned if I’m playing chutes and ladders while being subversively lectured 
by paranoid teachers.” He walked over to a table, which was the only place 
slightly shaded from the light, and lay down underneath it. There was a lot of 
grumbling about him being right, and the teachers had to go into a corner for an 
impromptu discussion on controlling the anger of the counselors. I went over to 
lay next to Warren. And he put his arm around me, made me warm and safe, and 
we whispered dirty jokes to each other until I dozed off.  

We saw each other less when I started college. It was the same year that 
he got fed up and left his own college to work full time. At the time I was 
disappointed. He was supposed to be the one that proved it could be done. That 
someone could go to school full time, for something difficult like pre-med, while 
still working full time, supporting themselves, and having a social life. But he 
had too many run-ins with the teachers, too many fights about trying to make the 
structure of the courses match the century we were living in. He didn’t really 
want to be a doctor anymore, and since he didn’t know what else he wanted to go 
to school for, really, he didn’t want to waste his time or money. He took a 
promotion at work, instead, and got an apartment. I was still disappointed until I 
finally visited him there. I expected it to be a mess. The only thing gathering dust 
in there was his television. His bathroom was the cleanest I had ever seen. He is 
the only bachelor I have ever known who had a plunger that matches his shower 
curtains and waste basket, or who had complete first aid kit in the medicine 
cabinet and a scented candle on the back of the toilet, which also happened to 
match the décor. And everywhere were canvases ready to be painted on, or fresh 
paintings still drying. Stacks of notes on stories, poems, sketches, tiny carvings or 
sculptures. I thought when he left school that he was quitting, giving up. He was 
taking the easy way out. It took me a while for me to see it, but I finally 
understood that he was truly working harder than he had before. He was reading 
classic literature, making his way down the reading list that served as the course 
study for St. Johns University, which was the only college he had actually 
wanted to attend.  He always said ‘what does it matter where I go to school? 
They have the same books everywhere, and no teacher anywhere is going to 
know more than I could find in a library. Teachers are just there for ambiance, 
and guidance. I have no respect for a college that thinks it’s something special 
because its expensive and spits out slimy fucking politicians and lawyers.’ St. 
Johns was the only school that shared his opinions that the books carried the 
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greatest wisdom and learning of humanity, and should be the basis of all 
education. But they were expensive, and he didn’t have a lot of money. So he 
copied their reading list, and said he would read all those books before he died.  

Sitting with him there, in that papasan chair, his arms around me again, it 
was like old times. It finally hit me that he hadn’t changed. He hadn’t become 
something else, some failure. He just made a different choice. It wasn’t easy, but 
he felt he had to do it. he was still one of the absolute smartest guys I had ever 
known, still cared about me. When he heard I hadn’t eaten all day, he made me 
stuffed peppers. When I told him I missed dancing, he put on ballet music and 
insisted I dance. When I told him I painted a series of pictures for a human 
development project, he insisted I bring them in. He was eccentric, and he didn’t 
play by the same set of rules as the rest of us, but he was still my friend. Still the 
same Warren who surprised me and made me happy for years. Only instead of 
being a prodigy at school, he was writing books. He wrote his first novel in a 
month and a half. His second in 27 days. His third in three months. And they 
were good. They inspired me to write, myself. He played in several bands, he 
painted. I didn’t see him as much, but we were always close.  

One of the last times I heard from him was when he sent me a birthday 
present. He was pretty poor, had long since lost his apartment, one or two more 
besides. It was around the time he started his fourth book. I hadn’t seen him since 
he finished the third. Around my birthday, I got a package in the mail. In it was a 
copy of his third book, a cd from a band that had the guitarist from Dead Hot 
Workshop, and a thinner book, with a short story in it. The cd was pretty good. I 
didn’t listen to a lot of music then, though, mostly just books on tape. The book 
was really good. And then I read the short story. It was a story of a guy who was 
a lot like Warren, and a girl who was a lot like me. They dated in high school for 
just a little while, and then proceeded to be great friends. They cared about each 
other, and spent time together. And even when they went a while between visits, 
if they felt down, they knew there was nothing that getting together, sitting close, 
with their arms around each other, talking, wouldn’t help. Only in the story, the 
guy finally breaks down, and tells the girl that he loves her. He tells her that he 
knows she turned him away the first time because she didn’t want anything to 
mess up all her planning and all the hard work she had devoted to her plans for 
the future. That he knew the reason he would see her for a while and then she 
would disappear completely is because spending time with him, talking and 
curling up in his arms, made her wish she could be with him. That he knew he 
made her happy, and that having someone who can make you feel that good isn’t 
a danger of messing up the future, because then, no matter what the future brings, 
she’d always be happy, and always be a success. And after some turmoil and 
arguing, she finally comes around. Happily ever after.  
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I couldn’t talk to him after reading that. I didn’t even like looking at the 
cover of it for a while. I was angry that he would be so quick to assume what I 
thought, I was furious for all the facts he got wrong, and even more so for all the 
ones he got right. I felt strange thinking about him, whether or not he was in love 
with me, and tried to pick apart every time we had been together for the moments 
he was trying to decide whether to kiss me or not. I was mad at him for thinking 
about it, mad at him for not having the balls to do it, and mad at the thought of 
him doing it when he knew how I felt about relationships and falling in love. I 
buried the story away, and tried not to think about it for a long time.  

When I finally spoke to him again, he didn’t bring it up. I wondered if he 
remembered sending it to me, or if he had forgotten in the year since we last 
spoke. He had finally found a steady job, that office job I mentioned. I changed 
majors from mechanical design to anthropology. I had a bout of depression that I 
couldn’t deal with, so I saw a doctor who gave me some pills to help. It felt like 
cheating at first, but they work, and I don’t have those issues with stress 
anymore. We spoke for over an hour, until I was finally too hungry to stand it 
anymore, and had to go make lunch. I told him I’d call him again. But that was a 
while ago, and I never found the time. And now… 

He didn’t follow rules well. It wasn’t something Warren did. He did what 
he thought was right, no matter what sense or friends or laws told him. One day 
he decided college wasn’t right for him, so he left. Whenever he decided a job 
wasn’t right for him, he quit. When he decided Trent wasn’t a good friend, he 
told him to leave. I thought for a while it was a problem he had, sticking to 
things. He just knew himself. That’s all it was. He understood when it was 
healthier to cut his losses. I didn’t appreciate that, until the day I realized that, 
despite all my planning for years and years, all the hard work and stomach pains 
from stress, mechanical design wasn’t for me. He knew it. That’s what I keep 
thinking about. All those things he knew, that I never told him. He said to me 
more than once, ‘Gabrielle, you know you can’t lie to me. It’s the curse of those 
eyes of yours. They’re far too big and far too bright for anything to hide.’ He 
knew me better than I let me know myself. All the stress I put on myself, all the 
times I pushed something away because it might mess up my plan. Now I’m 
thinking of moving to the south with my boyfriend, Brent. I tell myself it’s not 
messing with my plan, because there are a lot of people there to study, and 
anthropology is studying people. But I know it doesn’t matter. The fact that it’s 
messing with my plan is why I want to go. It’s time I let my plans get messed 
with. I don’t know that Brent is the right reason to go. There are a lot of things I 
wonder about. I wish I could ask Warren, to let him help me figure it out, to tell 
me the things he knows about me that I haven’t even realized yet. I wonder if he 
was right when he wrote about the boy-like-Warren and the girl-like-Me falling 
in love and making each other happy. But I can’t ask him about either one 
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anymore. And it hurts. These pills can’t make that go away. Sometimes they 
make it worse. And no chair makes me feel as warm as the ones he was in, no 
arms make me feel as safe. Nobody else has the same history as him. We were 
close. None of the people around us ever realized how much. But we were close. 
And now he’s gone, and it hurts, and he can’t let me rest my head on his shoulder 
and stroke my hair and make it go away anymore, not even this one last time.  
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Dr. Sasha Marella 
 
He was twenty when he came to see me the first time. A friend of the 

family had given him the number of our office, and told him we could help him 
get medicine for his asthma, and make a little spending money. Warren was 
quiet, the first time we saw him. Asked a lot of questions about the studies we 
did, and studied our answers very carefully. We get people coming in sometimes, 
for their first visit, who are really just curious, but don’t want anything to do with 
a study. They think what we do is a little weird, and they get uncomfortable at the 
thought of being a human test patient. Sometimes people have a hard time 
thinking about what we do as being similar to giving blood or selling plasma. 
When Janice, the senior research coordinator, was giving him the preliminary 
details, she said he was one of the most skeptical visitors they had. She went to 
get me, to explain it a little better, since it was my study. From her description, he 
didn’t look as paranoid as I expected when I saw him; he just raised an eyebrow 
when I introduced myself. And then he asked the questions about medical 
coverage, the frequency and duration of the studies, the pay, the side effects. He 
was a sharp one. I never would have guessed him to be so young, either, if it 
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weren’t written in front of me. After some additional explanation, he finally 
agreed to do the study, and we worked on putting together his medical history.  

Working with respiratory disease lends you to seeing patterns in people. 
Patients with emphysema are generally older, and very set in their ways. Most of 
them still smoke regularly, even as they cough and wheeze and gasp for breath. 
Trying to talk them into quitting is about as effective as trying to talk someone 
into changing religions. They barely even pretend to listen, but they at least 
recognize that they made themselves sick. Then there’s the people who develop 
asthma later in life; the ones who didn’t take care of themselves, or worked in 
factories with a lot of harmful chemicals in the air. These people tend to view 
their breathing problems as some kind of curse or punishment that was given to 
them unjustly. Some of them change their behavior, some don’t, but very few of 
them accept what has happened as being the result of their own action, as 
opposed to something God or society did to them. The ones born with asthma are 
a little more varied. Kids with asthma tend to be weak and sickly, which then 
causes their parents to worry about them more than a normal parent, and a little 
bit of a gap to develop between them and the other kids. They often don’t have 
the opportunity to play sports and run around with the other kids, because of their 
disease. So they grow up with as much variation as the other kids who didn’t fit 
in. But in adulthood, there are still a few patterns. They’re usually the weaker of 
the adults, more susceptible to disease, and more timid. Often times they also 
have more anal-retentive habits. Because their health often depended on being so 
prepared, or maybe just because they felt they had control over fewer aspects of 
their life, many of them turn out quite meticulous. And a smaller percentage, 
roughly over half, maybe even three-quarters, have some sort of an inferiority 
complex.  

Warren didn’t fit into a lot of those born-with symptoms. When he came 
in that first time, he was wearing jeans that were torn on one knee, and an old 
polo shirt from a credit card company. He had broad shoulders, and a pretty 
strong build, but he didn’t look like he spent a lot of his time in the gym, he 
wasn’t rippled with a huge neck. But he was broad, and had strong arms, and 
legs. There was a few days growth on his cheeks where his beard didn’t extend 
to, and his hair was gelled into a random, jagged mess. At first glance he looked 
like a college kid who maybe spent some time wrestling, and the rest playing in a 
garage band or something. He didn’t smile a lot, but when he did, it was a sort of 
care-free smile. A little brash and unconcerned. Not too many trips to the hospital 
on his record for someone like him, only one of two emergency trips from bad 
asthma attacks in his youth; no broken bones or any surgery, even though he had 
a lot of visible scars on his hands and arms. Warren said he was officially allergic 
to almost everything, according to the allergy test he took when he was seven or 
so, but he didn’t have a lot of problem with most things. He spent plenty of time 
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outside, and liked to roll around with animals. The only thing he took for his 
allergies were some herbal-based pills, chlor-tabs or something like that. It took a 
lot of coaching for me to get him to believe that they actually wanted things like 
headaches and reoccurring indigestion for the medical history. Mostly, he said, 
he had a lot of heartburn, and migraine headaches with varying frequency, but he 
didn’t really consider them health problems. They were just stress related things 
that happened sometimes. No real medicines to speak of, either; he took Pepcid 
for the stomach, and nothing for the head. His back and knees also hurt, but that 
was more of a result of his own carelessness when he was younger. Said he had a 
problem with ulcers, a few years back, and at some point his doctor was 
concerned about high blood pressure, some years ago. But either of those had 
been an active concern for years. That made me think: what kind of twenty-year-
old can go somewhere looking like he just rolled out of bed, and had not a lot to 
do so he went to the doctor, yet had concerns about ulcers a few years back? 

I took his blood pressure, and it was high. He wasn’t bothered, though. 
Said they had done some tests, before, when they were concerned, and couldn’t 
really find a reason why it was so high, so they stopped worrying. His heartbeat 
was a little odd, too. He had been sitting for nearly twenty minutes. It was 
beating around ninety times a minute. He wasn’t worried about that, either. 
Warren swore he felt really good, and wasn’t having any trouble breathing, but 
when we did the breathing test, he was only blowing at about sixty percent of 
normal, and he got worse every time we asked him to try. What we had was 
either someone who’s body was working too hard at everything, running about as 
well as an old car that hasn’t been maintained very well, yet who either refused to 
admit it because he didn’t want to appear weak, or refused to acknowledge it 
because he honestly wasn’t bothered by those things. There was only one 
occasion on which his health had been a serious concern for him. It was 
apparently the third of July, and he had nothing much to do, and nobody to do it 
with. In the daylight he was working on building a shelf to hold cds on, but when 
it got dark, he wanted to call up a friend. Only he couldn’t find any. All he could 
find was a bottle of Rum. So he drank it. Even as quick as he was drinking, he 
said he was sober for the longest time. Said he suspected he may have gone 
straight from sober to alcohol poisoning, because he was fine, and then he 
suddenly felt a little sleepy, and then he woke up in a pile of pillows and chair 
cushions and blankets. As he awoke, he wasn’t hung over, so he went outside to 
work on the shelf some. But around three o’clock that day, he started to have 
trouble breathing. It apparently got worse and worse, until he had to stop working 
and go inside. He took his medicine, but it didn’t help. He took more-again and 
again, but his breathing just kept getting worse. He tried every trick he had ever 
learned-caffeine, warm water, sitting with his head back. But over the hours it got 
to the point where he was lightheaded from lack of oxygen, and it was worsening 
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faster. So he stumbled to the table to write a note to try and explain why he was 
dead, in case someone should walk in and see his body. Apparently, he had a 
hard time writing the note, since he kept passing out and hitting his head on the 
table. And then he finished it, and hit the floor. In the haze, he thought he was 
dying, because he couldn’t breath at all; he was actually convinced that this was 
the end. But he woke up the next day, a little short of breath, but much better, and 
alive. So he finished his shelf. What else could he do? What do you do when you 
face a lifelong fear of dying alone and then come back to life? As soon as he was 
done telling the story, he was quick to point out that he only told us because he 
wanted to know if there was something to fill out to document the alcohol, so it 
didn’t affect the study. Since he was supposed to keep track of the drugs he took, 
he figured that might qualify as well. But since he survived, he figured it must 
just have been a lesson worth learning. The only thing about his condition that 
concerned him at all was taking so many drugs. More than the study or the 
illness, Warren was always curious about the side effects from being on systemic 
steroids for so much of his life. So many questions he asked about how much it 
affected his chance for having kids, and how much it had to do with his height. 
Said he suspected it would make his life shorter, since giving pretty much the 
same drugs to a pet would make it’s life half as long. He asked a few times if his 
life was halved because his cells grew and deteriorated at a faster rate, and if so, 
if that had anything to do with why he healed so quickly, why he was strong, or 
why he was as smart as he was. There were a lot of questions like that that I had 
never gotten in the years I worked with asthma patients. There were a lot of 
questions about side effects, but most of them had to do with being shaky or 
unable to get an erection. Even the Doctor hadn’t heard all those questions 
before. What kind of a person is more concerned with the fact that their 
advancements might have more to do with the drugs they take than the fact that 
those drugs make their life shorter? That always interested me. 

We had the opportunity to see a little more of him on the long days of the 
study, when he had to sit in out office for twelve hours while we ran studies 
every hour. Some patients get irritated, and act like they have somewhere better 
to be. Not Warren though, he brought books and his laptop, and sat quietly. He 
never complained about being bored, never asked the television to be turned on. 
Didn’t even complain if we ordered food for lunch that he didn’t eat. Even if he 
was having such a hard time breathing he couldn’t eat at all, he wouldn’t say a 
thing. Odder still, he did offer to help, when he saw us moving tables around. On 
occasion, if he was tired, he would find a table or desk that wasn’t being used for 
anything, and would lay down for a nap. Aside from that, he sat and kept to 
himself. Sometimes he played computer games on his laptop, and sometimes he 
read, but mostly, he wrote. Warren stared at the keyboard with an intensity I 
wouldn’t have guessed him to be capable of the first time I saw him, and his 
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fingers would move over the keys with a sort of random speed. It was almost as 
though, sometimes, he was playing a keyboard along with a beat that nobody else 
could hear. Even the way he typed was abnormal. I’ve known some people in 
college who typed more words per minute than he did, but I don’t think their 
fingers moved any faster than his. Never bothered to learn how to touch-type. He 
learned to use computers when he was a little kid, since they were just always 
around. Whenever his mom bought a new one, she would let the kids play on the 
older ones. So by the time computer labs were introduced at school, he already 
had experience writing very basic DOS programs. And when he finally made it to 
the level where they teach touch-typing, he was already doing forty words per 
minute his own way. It wasn’t important, he said he just didn’t see the point in 
typing the right way if it took him four times as long as his own advanced hunt-
and-peck method. Whenever the teacher turned his back, Warren would go back 
to his own style. Even with having to occasionally slow down to do things the 
official way, while he was being watched, he still had the best typing numbers in 
class. He wasn’t caught until almost the end of the class, by which time the 
teacher was enough impressed that he let Warren slide. And since then, he had 
gotten even better. So he didn’t touch-type, but he didn’t need to keep a constant 
eye on the keyboard, either. Just an occasional glance. Meanwhile, his fingers 
darted to and fro across the keypad, which was worn smooth and shiny from all 
the typing he did, despite it’s newness, hitting the keys he wanted simply because 
he knew where they were. Not because it was the key his third finger always hit. 
But because he had hit it a million times before.  

Warren was a little bit like that. He had his own ways. For years, he 
came to do studies for us, and every time the doctor had to do a psychical, and 
pressed his stomach to test for soreness, he flinched. Not because he was sore or 
tender, but because he wasn’t used to being touched. And always looked guilty or 
ashamed when we had to shave a part of his chest to get electrodes to stick, for an 
EKG, or a harness monitor. Instead, he preferred us to give him enough warning 
that he could do it himself. Whenever we did give him the warning, he would 
come in with his chest hair shaved into the shape of a smiley face, or animal. On 
his first visit after doing that it was a teddy bear. I wasn’t expecting that at all 
when I lifted up his shirt. It took me a while to stop laughing just to attach the 
monitor wires. More people than he intended ended up seeing that one, too. From 
the stories he told, he walked to a store after visiting his sister for lunch. The 
machine somehow set off those security things by the doors, with electric 
resonance or something, I’m not entirely sure. All the workers didn’t believe he 
didn’t have something tucked away, because they could see the bulge from the 
recording box of the harness. So they made him lift his shirt. Only instead of 
stolen games, he was covered with wires and electrodes, all surrounding a single 
patch of hair, shaped like a teddy bear. He even drew on the face with a sharpie, 
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because he had some time, and thought it was funny. According to him, he 
visited the store a year later and one of the same workers was still at the store, 
and looked at him a little funny whenever he came in.  

We only learned about his private life in little bits and pieces. It was a 
while before we even learned that he didn’t have an income outside of what he 
made in our studies. During one of them, the drug company had a clause that 
anyone on the study was required to use at least two different and proven forms 
of birth control for the duration of time on medicine. When I was explaining that 
part of the contract, he sat with a very bemused grin on his face. I asked why, and 
he said that he hadn’t been in a situation to even think about birth control for 
years. It was like explaining the importance of car maintenance to someone who 
lived on an island you could only reach by boat, he said. So I asked why.  

“That’s the million dollar question. Partially because once upon a time I 
thought it would be good to take a break from dating, until I was in a better state 
of mind. Partially because I truly ain’t anything to write home about, and nobody 
is compelled to meet me. Largely because I meet so few people in general, the 
chance of one being female, single, and worth the effort is pretty slim. And, 
mostly, anymore, because it’s been so long I’ve just completely forgotten how 
dating works.” 

“So you can’t think of anyone worth getting to know?” 
“Well, there is this redhead who’s something special. She’s pretty 

successful for how old she is, so she must be pretty driven, but she’s funny, and 
smart, and just cute as a button. One of the few things that makes me think I 
should have stayed in school and made something of myself more impressive 
than an out-of-work writer and artist.” 

“So why don’t you ask her out?” 
“Well, I tend to doubt she’s interested in me. She’s a few years older 

than me, and even on my best days I’d probably rank somewhere around “sweet 
kid” or “little brother” status. Plus, just today she was telling me a story that 
involved her boyfriend, which might help queer the deal.”  

“Well, you should talk to her more, stick around. You never know, 
maybe she and her boyfriend are having problems or something.”  

It wasn’t until later in the day, after he had already been long gone that I 
realized he’d been talking about me. Sometimes, he had that way of saying things 
you didn’t know he meant until later. Not in a sneaky or subversive way; he 
never expressed political opinions outwardly, only in veiled ways. And most of 
the compliments he gave were to friendly and loose that even though they were 
nice, hey didn’t really hit you until later. I liked that about him. I also thought it 
was pretty neat that he carried cds with him for other people. If he had a copy of 
a cd he didn’t need anymore, or if he bought a new cd to replace one where one 
track was scratched, then he kept the old one in a bag, to give to someone who 
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hadn’t heard of that band before. He loved sharing things with people. Warren 
apparently had a pretty massive library of cds, and he would copy anything for 
you is he asked. Said he had spent tens of thousands of dollars, all told, on all his 
cds. Someone may as well get some use out of them so he didn’t feel like he had 
wasted enough money to buy a new car or something.  

I never saw anything of this darker side. Some days, he just looked tired, 
or a little down. He wasn’t entirely without stress, or as carefree as one might 
guess to look at him. I think he got upset sometimes that he worked so hard on 
his work, writing and painting, and it never got him anywhere. And I know it 
bothered him being alone for so long. But I never once thought he had trouble 
with the law or anything. Never would have guessed he had been in a real fight. I 
knew he boxed for exercise, but he always said he didn’t fight people, just the 
bag. Because hitting people isn’t good. Warren was just a pleasant guy. I liked 
having him around. Sometimes he would tell us he would do the studies even if 
he weren’t paid and getting free medical attention, just because he liked the 
people there so much. They reminded him of the friends he always wished he 
could have had. Overall, he was the kind of patient we don’t get enough of. I 
didn’t know him well enough to say that it’s a tragedy he’s gone. But I will miss 
seeing him around here. Warren was a good guy, and I liked him. 
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David 
 
I didn’t like him at first. Never actually caught more than a glimpse of 

him before he was promoted to working mornings, aside from days that I stayed 
late or he came in early, and I didn’t see why he should get the position. He had 
only been working weekends and evenings before that, because he was still in 
college.  

Apparently, he started working in the stockroom during the summer, 
with whoever was in charge of things then. When classes started back up, he had 
to move to a schedule that could fit around college. In his new position, he still 
did a lot of work in the stockroom, but then, he had to do a lot of work on the 
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floor, too. Then when my boss at the time, Mary, decided to leave to move to 
California with her boyfriend, the store needed a replacement. I kind of thought it 
would be me; I had been working with her for nearly two months. I knew the job 
pretty well. But Todd told me that Warren would be the replacement, that he was 
coming back to days. He was going to come in during Mary's last week and get 
whatever extra training he needed. Mary got in a car accident that weekend 
though, and couldn’t come in during the week. So it was just me and him. And he 
didn’t really know what he was doing.  

The simple things, of course, he knew, from when he was doing my job, 
but he didn’t even know what forms he was supposed to sign for the deliveries. 
He never stopped moving, just running around like a panicked dog, from one end 
of the store to the other, chattering nonstop. In between his trips running around 
all creation, he would try and talk to me. Ask me questions, tell jokes—try and be 
the buddy-boss.  

We didn't really know each other too well, and it wasn't my habit to tell 
people too much about myself. I don’t really like anyone knowing that much 
about me. For days it went on; he would ask something, and every time a 
question ceased to start a conversation, or I didn’t answer like he thought I 
would, there would be a little pause, and then he would ask something else. 
Warren had a never-ending supply of questions. After a while he learned not to 
ask anything personal, and he stuck to telling me stories and asking about 
hypothetical situations. Scenarios that had nothing to do with me, personally. 
And after he got his pattern, he had fun. He would come in some mornings with 
questions all ready for me, really off-the-wall things that had nothing to do with 
anything, so they had to be safe.  

All the questions, the stories and conversations, occasionally seemed a 
little forced, a little clumsy, but he was trying hard. Eventually, I had to admit 
that he was a pretty decent guy. He had a lot of interesting things to say, he 
argued his sides of a debate better than anyone I had ever known. Warren was 
younger then me by several years, but he was smarter than any of the friends I 
had known for a long time, even the ones who were older than me by several 
years. Finally I decided to talk to him. I had been having some confusion in my 
personal life, and I really didn’t have many people to get an outside opinion from 
anyway, since everyone I knew was somehow connected to it. So when he came 
in one day, I told him. 

“Warren, I’ve got a problem.” 
“Oh?” 
“There’s a girl, Tabby, who is in my circle. We go to the same swing 

club, hang out with the same people. I’ve been after her for some time; she’s 
gorgeous, and cool, and a great dancer. A friend of mine, Kathy, has been 
helping me with this. Giving me tips and talking to Tabby for me. But Tabby 
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only ever seems interested when I’ve given up, or am just about done caring. 
When I go after her, she’s completely disinterested. And I think I’m getting kind 
of sick of that. I’ve been noticing that Kathy…she’s been helping me because she 
cares about me. And she’s so sweet, and really pretty. I think I might be 
interested in her. I don’t know exactly what to do.” 

“How long have you known Kathy?” 
“A few years. We met during some dance classes.”  
“Did she like you then?” 
“I don’t know for sure. I think so, I guess.” 
“And when’d you meet Tabby?” 
“A year ago, I think, at the club. She was a friend of a friend, who just 

started to show up regularly.” 
“And Kathy just decided to help you get Tabby?” 
“I sort of asked. I told her one night that I didn’t know how to get her to 

notice me, because she didn’t seem interested. So she started giving me advice 
and stuff.” 

“And it worked? Tabby started to show interest?” 
“For a while she did. She seemed interested, wanted to talk to me and 

dance with me and flirted a lot. But then when I started showing her more 
attention, she lost interest again.” 

“And that keeps happening?” 
“Pretty much. As soon as I get tired of trying, she seems to like me.” 
“So she wants what she can’t have.” 
“I guess. But how do you deal with that?” 
“That’s not so hard. Just act disinterested all the time. Always act like 

there’s somewhere else you’d rather be. You’re always really to busy to see her, 
but you can squeeze her in if she can convince you. You’d always rather be on 
the other side of the room, but you can spare her a few minutes. You’d always 
rather dance with someone else, but, since she’s there. Just act like you don’t care 
about her, you’re too good for her, too busy for her, too important for her, and 
she’ll be all over you.” 

“Do you really think that would work?” 
“Absolutely. But, the question is, do you really want it to?” 
“Why not?” 
“Because you’re not the one-night-stand kind of guy, and this is your 

circle of people. If you get her by acting aloof to the whole thing, you’ll have to 
maintain that to keep her. You’ll have a girlfriend that you constantly have to 
ignore and take for granted just to keep her there. And odds are she’ll either come 
to her senses and realize you’ve been taking her for granted and leave, without 
realizing you had to act that way just to get her to stay in the first place, or she’ll 
find somebody else who she can’t have, and go after him, instead. As long as you 
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want to be with her, you’ll have to not care about her. Is that what you want?” 
 “No. That sounds terrible. You don’t think she’d get over it once we 
were together?” 

“Would you say she knows you pretty well now?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Has she gotten over it yet?” 
“No.” 
“Then what about later would make her stay? She knows now that you’re 

a nice guy, would take care of her and treat her right. She doesn’t care. She only 
wants you when she thinks you don’t want her, either because she wants the 
attention, or because she wants something she can’t have. Which doesn’t 
typically make for a good relationship.” 

“I guess. But that sucks.” 
“I don’t know. Tell me about Kathy.” 
“She’s sweet. She’s always the most fun, the last one to go home when 

we all go out. She says the funniest things, and really listens when you talk.” 
“And she apparently cares enough about you to help you get with a girl 

that isn’t her, even though she wants you.” 
“Yeah…that’s pretty cool.” 
“And she’s pretty?” 
“Oh, man, Warren, you have no idea. She has this dark brown hair, its 

long and wavy. And her eyes…yeah. I could watch her dance for hours.” 
“So why don’t you? She wants you, you seem to like her well enough. 

Go see her after work and tell her you want to give it a shot.” 
“But I’ve been asking her to help me with Tabby for so long. I don’t 

want to be an ass. She’s probably mad at me for ignoring her.” 
“So tell her you were too blind to notice what a good thing you had in 

her. Tell her you just realized that you had someone better right beside you the 
whole time. Point is, go tell her soon.” 

“She works in Chicago, she doesn’t come back until Thursday.” 
“Today is Thursday. Do you know what time her flight gets in?” 
“5:30, I think. Usually around then.” 
“Does she normally drive herself to the airport, or have friends pick her 

up?” 
“She takes a cab there and back. She does this every week, so its pretty 

routine.” 
“She works halfway across the country every week?” 
“Yeah. She’s like a technology expert of some kind, she manages the 

computer systems for some company there, who give her an apartment over there 
and pay to fly her there every Monday, and back every Thursday.” 

“Sounds like a good job.” 
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“I know. She’s so smart.” 
“That also works out perfectly for you. Today you leave work, go 

straight to the airport, find out what gate the flight from Chicago is coming in at, 
and meet her there. She’ll be so surprised to see you she’ll forget about the fact 
that you’ve been an ass.” 

“Just show up? What would I say?” 
“I don’t know. Bring her flowers or just hug her and tell her you missed 

her, and have been thinking about her, and want to go to dinner. Tell her 
anything. She’ll be shocked enough that whatever you say will sound good.” 

“You think?” 
“Think nothing. I know.” 
That night I left work a little early, and went down to the airport. I almost 

missed her coming off the plane, I was so nervous, but she noticed me. She was 
as surprised as Warren said she’d be, asking why I was there. So I stumbled a 
little, and told her that I had been thinking about her, and wanted to go to dinner. 
Together we went out to dinner, and afterwards, went back to my house 
and…things were good. Karen was definitely happy. And I was too. Later in the 
evening our friends called and wanted to go dancing. We got dressed up and 
went to the ballroom. Tabby was there, and she was practically throwing herself 
at me. Suddenly I was confused all over again. The next morning, I went in to 
work again. When I told Warren what had happened when I went to the airport, 
he just sat on a box and listened with a big smile on his face while I told the 
story. And then I paused, and started to explain the part about going dancing, and 
Tabby being there.  

“So she was throwing herself at you, so now you think you want her 
again?” 

“Well, maybe she came around, realized she wanted me.” 
“Or maybe you were paying an awful lot of attention to a girl who wasn’t 

her, and she didn’t like that.” 
“I don’t know. I was wondering if it would be a good idea to go out with 

her this weekend, to see.” 
“And what about Kathy?” 
“What about her?” 
“Don’t you think she might be unhappy about that?” 
“Well, its not like we’ve been going out for years or anything.” 
“Does she have a lot of one-nighters with people she knows?” 
“No, most definitely not. She’s not that kind of girl at all.” 
“So then why wouldn’t she mind you taking off after one night?”  
“Now, hey, you’re making me look like a bad guy here. I thought I could 

just tell her that we were still good friends, and I care about her, I just…” 
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“…just want a shot at fucking the other girl before you think about 
giving in to your second choice.” 

“You’re making me sound like a bad guy again. She’s not a ‘second 
choice.’ I’m just not sure that I did the right thing.” 

“Better time to think about that would have been last night.” 
“Warren, you—” 
“Look, I know you’re not a bad guy. You’re just a little fucked up over 

this thing. But, try and understand how she’ll feel. From all you’ve said, nothing 
has indicated that she is an easy girl. You showing up and telling her you dug her 
was a big thing for her. It made her happy, because you already knew she dug 
you. And the fact that you did whatever it is that you did to make you come in 
with that big ol’ shit-eating grin and a hop in your step this morning, well, that’s 
probably a big deal to her, too. If you turn around now and tell her it was a 
mistake, you think you might want to date someone else, that will hurt her. To 
her, you will be a bad guy. To her friends, you will be a bad guy. Some of your 
own friends might even think you’re a bad guy.” 

“I know, but I don’t know what to do about it.” 
“Did you have a good time with her last night?” 
“Of course.” 
“Do you like seeing her?” 
“Of course.” 
“When something comes up, who’s the first person you go to tell?” 
“Kathy is.” 
“Then, in my opinion, you should stop screwing around with the notion 

of screwing around with Tabby. She wants you to want her because it makes her 
feel good. She hasn’t spent a lot of time listening to you, she hasn’t spent a lot of 
time opening up to you. She flirts with you to keep your interest, and flirts with a 
lot of other guys to keep theirs. She wants to be wanted, wants to be powerful, 
and wants the things she can’t just have. You made a sort of choice last night, 
when you got funky with Kathy. If you go back on it now, you very likely won’t 
be able to return to that choice. So think about whether or not it’s worth risking 
someone who genuinely gives a shit about you, who wants you and likes you and 
rocks your Aryan world, just for a shot at someone who looks hot in tight pants 
but doesn’t know your middle name, or where you grew up.” 

After that, there was a lot of silence. The mess I’d gotten myself into 
filled my mind for most of the day, and I think he knew it, so he was giving me 
space to think. It was strange, when he was talking, that someone could make so 
much sense. He understood the situation, he understood the people involved, 
even though I was the only one of us he had ever met. As I thought more about it, 
I realized how right he was. I went out that weekend to meet my friends at the 
Sapphire Ballroom. Tabby was there before the rest, and we made small talk, and 



 87

she flirted a little. The very second I noticed Kathy walk in, she said my face lit 
up like a candle in the wind, and I realized she was right; I was happier to see 
Kathy than even I expected. So I got up, and walked to her, leaving Tabby 
talking to my back. She got the hint when I kissed Kathy, and had a bitter tone to 
her voice the rest of the evening. Guess Warren had been right.  

Warren and I got along much better after that. I had shared something 
personal with him, and he proved to be a good friend. So now we talked all day 
about philosophy and our lives, things we had gone through, things we wanted. 
Everything loosened up, and without having to worry about getting me to be 
comfortable at work, he was finally able to get the place in order. He started 
developing his own way to get things done, and started rearranging the stock 
room to make more things fit. Our orders were getting bigger, and he only had so 
much room back there. But we worked well together, communicated well, and 
we got a lot done. Warren always said that the two of us did the work of five 
men, and while that was probably true, he still kept the place fun. When the ring 
top of a wicker basket came apart, he taped it to the wall as a basketball hoop. 
When the broom broke, he kept the long half as a baseball bat. On our breaks, we 
had ongoing games of backroom baseball, basketball, bowling, frisbee, and darts; 
there were even times when we built kites to fly. Some days we would craft 
swords out of cardboard or bamboo poles and have fencing contests. Maybe not 
one of the smartest things in the world to do, but it was actually a lot of fun, and 
he was a pretty good fighter. I think I only got the drop on him once, when he 
had a nasty infection in one of his fingers. Either my game was really on that day, 
or my luck was missing, because I hit it pretty good with my bamboo, and his 
whole body shuddered with the pain. It was surreal to watch him change a little 
in front of me, to suddenly look so much bigger, so much meaner. Like a page 
turning in a book, suddenly he wasn’t play-fighting anymore. It was like a dark 
cloud just passed over him, he was suddenly a darker, different thing. Warren 
swung his bamboo sword like an actual samurai, and when it hit mine it made 
splinters fly. He smacked both my hands with it until I dropped my own stick and 
wicker shield, and then pointed the stick at my throat. The hand holding it was 
the one with the infection, the one I hit, and it was covered with blood. With the 
infection so out of control, it had caused a lot of swelling, and the entire swollen 
area had just split open. There was a trail of drops behind him, and a few splatters 
on the walls and shelves from his swings. And I could see him struggling with 
himself, trying to calm down. At that moment, it was like there were two of him 
arguing inside his head, trying to wrestle control away from each other. Finally 
he turned around and threw his bamboo down the hall, where it stuck in a box at 
the end. When he faced me again, he looked a little calmer; he was still mad, but 
he was the same Warren I knew, not the other one. The one that I had only heard 
about in some of his stories, when he looked into space with a little regret, being 
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able to see some of the things he had done, see the way people looked at him 
back then. Restored to himself, he cleaned up the floor, and bandaged his hand, 
and seemed fine. Later that day, though, someone was startled when they walked 
into the lunchroom to see him sitting on the floor in the dark with a candle and 
incense in front of him, meditating, and whispering to himself. They thought he 
had gone a little insane. I think he was trying not to.  

Aside from that moment, I never saw the old warren again, the one 
underneath all the mischief and fun. He started collecting things that were sent in 
boxes accidentally, or the names of some of the towns things were shipped from 
that he liked. His favorite was Rancho Cucamonga. Once we found this giant 
black beetle in a box from India. Carefully, he encased it in tape and stuck it 
there, next to the bottlecap from Fokken beer, with its logo “that’s a good Fokken 
beer!” Warren made work a fun place to be, telling jokes and stories. When the 
parking lot carnival circuit made it to our shopping center, they sent out fliers 
that there would be two days in which rides were free to employees. On one of 
those days, we were taking out the garbage, and watching the carnival. It was 
early, so nobody was over there yet. He said there was only one thing to be done, 
and tossed his empty can to the ground. I followed him.  

“You know we should be going back, right?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Won’t we get in trouble if someone comes looking for us?” 
“Yeah.”  He threw off his gloves, and started jogging. So I followed. At 

the gate, we showed the guy at the gate our ID, and he let us in. We were the only 
ones on the ride, so the guy cranked it faster every time we shouted for him to 
turn it the hell up. For twenty minutes we played darts, and rode rides. Then we 
ran back, picking up our gloves where we had left them, retrieving our cans, and 
went back in. Someone had been looking for us while we were gone, frantically 
searching behind the pile for us, so Warren apologized and said we were out 
getting garbage. Only one girl caught on, when she noticed the stamps on our 
hands. She just started laughing. And he had that attitude not just with me, but 
anyone who came into the back room. He would buy breakfast for everyone, or 
have pizza ordered in, just for the hell of it. The girls on the sales floor actually 
became jealous of us working in the back because we were always laughing and 
having fun. I think he really liked it there.  

Then we got in some new workers. One of them was named Delilah; a 
spoiled little thing, bitter and angry. She never had anything nice to say, was 
always pissed about something, and even her compliments seemed to have a sort 
of edge to them. Warren was fascinated with her. Not just because she was good-
looking. All the girls we worked with were. It was because she was so dark. So 
unhappy. He played with her a little. When he found out that she hated kids, he 
came up with a little plan. On a day when he was in charge, and Delilah was 
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working the floor, he waited until a family came in with three small children. He 
approached them cheerfully, and pointed her out, telling them that she was 
having a really bad day, and it would cheer her up if they would all run up and 
give her a hug at once. Naturally, the children took off like a shot, and then, there 
was Delilah, three children clinging onto her and smiling, telling her to be happy 
while she was completely paralyzed with rage. Once, some time later, one started 
playing on the stepladder she had been using to put away some merchandise, and 
she had to pick him up and take him off. It bothered her so much she had to take 
a break afterwards and wash her hands five times. And whenever all this was 
going on, he would stand and watch her, a muted grin on his face, like it was a 
private joke between them.  

Now, we had a lot of girls there with us. He, myself, and the manager 
were the only men there at all, and of the other two dozen workers, only one of 
them was old and fat. The rest were between 17 and 25, and all of them pretty 
with amazing bodies. One taught kindergarten in the daytime, one was going to 
school to be a lawyer, one spoke several languages. One was a reckless and 
energetic drunk, one was interested mostly in music and getting stoned. All of 
them were nice and charming and interesting, but he didn’t look at them like he 
did her. He enjoyed all their company, he did everything he could for them. But 
he only stared with the lust and longing he had for Delilah. I finally had to ask 
him why. 

“Why her? Why not Sarah, or Sadie, or Melissa? Why not one who’s 
sweet, who likes you, who makes you laugh? Why do you only seem to want 
her?” 

“Because she’s not. Because she’s dark.” 
“I don’t get it.” 
“I’ve watched her. That’s not an act. She’s not trying to be goth, or 

badass, or funny. Her spirit is as thin and pale as her skin, her heart is as dark as 
her hair, and none of it is manufactured. She simply is that mean. She really is 

that angry and full of hate.” 
“How is that a good thing?” 
“You know some about the people I grew up with, right? From the 

stories? We stole and cheated and lied. I conned people out of things because I 
could, I stole things because I wanted them, and I fought because I was pissed at 
everything. And because there was precious little else to do while all my friends 
were drinking and getting stoned and doing drugs. Do you know why I didn’t 
join them?” 

“No. Why?” 
“Because I wanted to so badly. I knew my dad had been an alcoholic, I 

knew he took whatever pills he was told would be a good time. There’s a certain 
kind of person who takes horse tranquilizers for fun. I knew I had the gene for 



 90

addiction. And anything I wanted that bad, couldn’t be good. I knew I probably 
wasn’t strong enough to overcome the addiction, but I also knew that I couldn’t 
afford for alcohol to overcome my life.” 

“Okay…” 
“But you know what I really wanted?” 
“No.” 
“Heroin. Some nights, when I was sitting in the park at midnight by 

myself, so full of disgust with everything that I was, I wished I had a huge sack 
of it. Enough to last me for years.” 

“Why?” 
“Because it would take everything else in my life away. Life is 

complicated. I was unhappy, and half the time, I didn’t even know why. There 
would be things I wanted and couldn’t get. Some things I thought would make 
me happy, and I did get them, and they didn’t help at all. Nothing made any 
sense, nothing helped me feel better. Sometimes things were bad. But with a 
strong heroin addiction, none of that matters. Your entire world is the drug. There 
is no confusion. All the joy in your life, the greatest joy you will ever know, 
comes in the dose of a syringe. And the worst and only pain you will ever feel is 
being without. And the only distance in between the worst pain and greatest joy 
is getting more heroin. So it doesn’t matter what you do to get it, doesn’t matter 
what you look like who hangs around you, or what they do. So long as you score, 
you’re happy. It always seemed so simple. And when I was so clearly messed up 
then, when everything I did stemmed from some self-destructive inclination or 
another, what better way to do it than that? What better way to completely erase 
everything I am, care about, ever was, did, or ever could be? I would simply 
cease being me, and just be a part of the drug. I wanted that kind of escape, I 
wanted that kind of simplicity.” 

“That makes some sense. It’s really stupid, but I can see where you came 
up with it. What does it have to do with her?” 

“She is that same kind of darkness. Not just part of it. She is Heroin with 
perfect teeth and breasts. She is every self-destructive urge mankind has ever 
had. She is alcohol, she is greed, she is lust. She is the reason Vegas was built, 
she was the reason behind the nameless graves dug for it. She is darkness. She is 
living heroin.” 

“And you’re attracted to that?” 
“Look, if I wanted to go to a movie, have a good time, I’d ask Linsday. If 

I wanted to have a family with a soccer-mom wife and two cars and good sex 
when the kids are asleep, I would look for someone like Sadie. If I wanted zany 
fun and adventures, I’d want someone like Natasha. They are beautiful and good 
and wholesome. They are the best parts of life. But all the dark parts of me, the 



 91

primitive evil that used to be the driving factor in my life, they are drawn to 
Delilah.” 

“Because she’s evil? You want a partner in crime?” 
“I don’t want to date her. I don’t want to hold her hand or have a 

dramatic standoff against the police. I want to go to a dark hotel with her, with 
barely any light, and bend her over the cheap, stained bed. I want to hear her 
scream, and bite and scratch. I want to feel her hatred and vile bitterness flow 
over me. I want a marathon of sin and debauchery that lasts for days straight, 
with barely any breaks to eat or drink. I want to be laying on the floor next to her, 
tired and sweaty and sticky, patches of blood starting to dry, while all about the 
room lie the tattered remains of clothing and shattered furnishings and bottles. I 
want her to be panting, pale breasts heaving, on the floor beside me, glistening 
with sweat and musk and fluids I can’t remember, staring at me with a look of 
exhaustion behind which lies seduction and hatred, her voice too hoarse from 
yelling even to tell me how much she can’t stand me. I want her to destroy 
everything I have ever built, to salt the earth and spit on the ashes. She is 
destruction and sin, violence and lust and vice.” 

“That’s messed up. That is seriously, completely and absolutely insane, 
Warren.” He nodded and shrugged. 

“Well, that’s what I think about when I see her. What I’m wondering 
about when you catch me watching her, when I’m checking her out. I want to 
exercise every dark desire with her, to get it all out of my system, and then let her 
take it with her when she goes. I want her to ravage me with sin, and leave me 
pure when it’s over, so that I have no interest anymore, and no chance of ever 
ending up the wretch I was. Then maybe I can move on, and live for the good 
things, or maybe she’ll swallow me so completely I’ll stop thinking I can ever be 
better; stop struggling.” 

I never knew what to say to that; I still don’t. Honestly, I can barely 
grasp the concept he was talking about. I don’t think I was ever so aware of my 
dark side as he was, and I know I was never nearly so haunted by my past. But I 
think, somehow, weighing it all out in his head the way he did helped him. 
Because some days I would see him, sitting in the doorway when it was raining, 
getting soaked and smiling as wide as his face would hold, writing a poem that 
was smearing on the paper as fast as he could put it down. And I knew that he 
was getting further away, in those instances, from what he had been than he ever 
had before. He was finding the good things. To see him then, it was perfectly 
clear that he was happy.  

After a few months, Kathy talked to some people at a local company 
about giving me a job. It paid better than the one I had, and it would teach be a 
lot about office work and computers. Warren helped me put together my resume 
for them, and we faxed it out from the fax machine at work. When I got the job, 
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he said goodbye and told me I was fired. As much as I hated the job when I got 
there, I knew I would miss working with him. He was an unpredictable sort of 
fun, and the oddest person I ever worked with. Most of all, though, he was a nice 
guy. I always intended to give him a call to go play pool and catch up, but things 
were hectic at the new job, trying to learn a new skill. By the time everything was 
sorted, I couldn’t find his number. Less than a year later, Kathy and I moved to 
Chicago together, and got married. I never would have known what had 
happened to him, if I hadn’t come back to visit my family. I stopped in the old 
store to reminisce while killing some time, and the only person I recognized was 
the manager, Todd. When I asked if he had managed to keep tabs on Warren, he 
told me what had happened. It took me by surprise. I always imagined he would 
keep getting better. In my mind, I see him running around, looking for supplies to 
make a kite, because it was a nice, windy day, laughing and smiling, and wonder 
what happened. What could have turned him around, made him go back to where 
he was? And I know it isn’t fair, but I picture Delilah somewhere, smiling over 
the news. She was the embodiment of self-destruction, and he was finally hers.  
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Michaela 
 
It should be my daughter talking to you now, she was the one who knew 

him. But, then, I guess she wouldn’t really want to, now. Not after what 
happened between them. The poor boy. I had to mediate a lot of what happened 
near the end. I’ve had to mediate a few such affairs for her over the years. 
Dealing with all the trouble that comes of it…well, I’ve learned a lot about 
Michaela I don’t think a mother should know. Details of her personal life and 
conflicting stories and such. Not all of it is the kind of thing that makes a mother 
proud, either. However, I can recount most of it with reasonable accuracy. 

She actually knew Warren for a few years. I remember she used to come 
home talking about this strange boy at school she talked to in this class or 
another. Apparently, when first she met him, he didn’t move or anything, and he 
didn’t talk back, but Michaela would sit and talk to him with some of her friends. 
In those earliest days, I think he was something of a novelty; a game or 
somesuch, something a little different and maybe a little odd. One of the girls 
would always play with his hair, put it in little braids or put clips in it. I didn’t 
know it was the same person she’d become involved with later for a while, mind. 
I didn’t think much of it at all, really, until Sheryl was talking about him and 
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mentioned it was the same person. The two of them knew each other later in 
school, too, when he had passed whatever it was that possessed him to act so 
strangely and not speak. They had art classes together, and a science class, so 
they would speak there, and he would help Michaela with her studies. He was a 
smart one, Warren. They weren’t really close yet their first year of high school, 
but they did socialize some outside of class. Then in their second year, Warren 
and Sheryl went along with Michaela and…Denny I think it was. Sheryl’s 
brother. Anyway, they all went out to eat together before the dance. Warren was 
apparently very quiet, most likely nervous. Sheryl wasn’t really a big talker 
herself, and seemed to blame Warren for being so timid, so Michaela thought she 
should help lighten the mood. From what she told me, she told stories from the 
private school I had just moved her to. Something about how she was having 
lunch in the cafeteria one day, microwaving a pop-tart, only she forgot to take it 
out of its wrapper. When they came out, the wrapper had actually burnt away, 
pieces of it melting to the pop-tarts themselves. Not wanting to look foolish in 
front of the other kids, or admit to forgetting the wrapper, she just started to eat 
them. She become frightfully ill after that, I’m afraid, but I’m sure she learned 
her lesson. For that evening, though, she kept everyone laughing and talking, so 
they didn’t have that awful silence.  

 Then they all went on to the dance. Warren apparently wasn’t much of a 
dancer, either. Michaela saw Sheryl run off to talk to their friends shortly after 
they arrived. She tried to talk to him, told him to dance with her. And he did, but 
not enough to make Sheryl happy. So while Sheryl’s brother was talking to his 
own friends, Michaela and Warren danced. They spoke, and laughed some more. 
They did get along pretty well, then. He told her once, later, that he had a better 
time with her that night than he had with his own date, and that he had been 
completely taken aback when he saw her in her dress. It was a yellow silk floral 
pattern from some fancy designer, very oriental, and far more expensive than I 
would have liked. Anyway, he said she was so beautiful he suddenly wished very 
much he could trade dates with Denny. If he could re-write history, he would 
have gone with her instead. Michaela once mentioned that she thought it was the 
sweetest thing he could have said. When they had all given up on the dance, they 
piled back into the van, and went to Sheryl’s where everyone but Warren fell 
asleep. Michaela said she woke in the night to find she had been covered with a 
blanket. Everyone else was asleep, but Warren was sitting by himself, thinking. 
She said she thought she aught to have said something, because he looked so 
very alone. But she didn’t know what to say, so she just watched him until she 
fell back to sleep.  

From what I heard, that night did absolutely nothing for Warren and 
Sheryl. She never really forgave him for not being the ideal date, and he had seen 
enough of her to know he didn’t really think he missed out on much. But it did 
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help to bring him closer to my daughter. Warren was playing music with some 
people back then. Sometimes he would talk Michaela into going down to sing for 
him, or to write something for one of his songs. A few times he managed to talk 
his bands into letting her sing at shows, and tried to talk them into bringing her in 
on a regular basis. The guys never went for that, but it didn’t stop Warren from 
trying. They would work on songs together, and audition other people to try and 
form their own band. It seldom really became more than just the two of them, 
though. Their own kind of expression. 

Michaela got into some trouble in school after that, I’m afraid. I thought 
it might be best for her to go to stay with my sister in England for a spell. When 
she came back, Warren was already in college. She ran into him there one day 
quite out of the blue. They spoke, and she admitted to him that she couldn’t drive 
and had to beg rides to class. So some days she would carpool with him there, 
and on breaks between classes they would talk and eat together. When his car 
broke down, she begged him to teach her how to ride the bus. He finally agreed, 
and on that day he rode the bus to school, so that after their classes were over, he 
could show Michaela which lines to get on to get back home. Warren sat for two 
hours waiting for her. Apparently she found someone who wanted to give her a 
ride home, and it slipped her mind to tell him. But he didn’t get mad, and to her 
relief, when his car was repaired he was back, going out of his way to get her 
where she needed to be on time. When I made her get a job, all she could find 
was a late-night drive-thru restaurant. She got off work at midnight or one in the 
morning some nights, and since everyone else she knew went to bed at 
reasonable hours, she would call Warren. So, again, they would speak often, and 
fondly. She posed for him for portraits he had to do for his art class, while they 
laughed and joked. He always told her he passed art based entirely on the fact 
that he had such a strong and beautiful muse. When my daughter got engaged to 
the young man she was dating, Geoffrey, Warren wished them well, and took the 
both of them to dinner. The lot of them went out to play pool once a week, and 
all got on very well. Poor Warren, who obviously was quite taken with Michaela, 
never let on how disappointed he must have been. 

Not long after the engagement, Michaela got into some trouble with 
another young man named Alex, followed by yet another involvement with a boy 
whose name I can’t seem to remember. Her father and I thought it best if she go 
stay with his brother’s family out in Minnesota for a while, to get things under 
control. She left quite rapidly, and didn’t say goodbye to anyone. It was less than 
a year that she was gone, and she started to attend another school when she 
returned. Word finally reached around to Warren that she was back, however, 
and he let it be known that he thought it would be nice to hear from her. And 
when she heard that, of course, she called him right up. They started to catch up 
immediately. Warren explained how the girl he had been seeing cheated on him 
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and then left him when he found out. Michaela told him about how lonely and 
out-of-place she felt where she had been staying. She still couldn’t drive, of 
course, because she hit and killed someone’s cow while learning to drive there, 
which was, unfortunately, true. But she had done a lot of writing, and spent a lot 
of time by herself. She had also, apparently, done some eating. She came back a 
bit heavier than she had gone. Warren asked how her relationship had fared her 
vacation, and she responded that her engagement to, and entire relationship with 
Geoffrey had been one of the biggest mistakes of her life, and was long over. She 
said she hadn’t been with anyone since she had gone away, which was just as 
well, since she didn’t think she had ever been with a decent guy before. She and 
Warren began to see a lot more of each other. One day she was suffering from a 
good deal of stress due to some tests in school, so she went to see Warren, and he 
offered a massage. Later, Michaela admitted that she said she started to hint to 
other ways she’d like him to touch her, to which he replied that she was liable to 
give him some dirty thoughts. Naturally, she replied that dirty thoughts were only 
bad when only one person was having them. He suggested they act on them. The 
massage turned into more of something else altogether, as she began to remove 
her clothing. I don’t know for certain how far things went between them, her 
stories were always a little vague and there are some things I really don’t care to 
ask, but the look on her face told me that it went quite a ways. It also turned out 
that they were both naked on his bed when a friend of his started banging on the 
door. Warren pulled on pants while my darling daughter scurried under the 
blankets, and the friend came in, and refused to leave, even as the two of them 
glared at him, and refused to speak. It was embarrassing for them both, I’m sure, 
but it didn’t keep them from each other, and she still posed for him to draw and 
paint. In fact, she still has some of his work from those occasions, and from them 
at least I know that she was now posing for him in the nude. So they were a little 
more intimate than they had been, whatever else they may or may not have done.  

Later in the week, Warren had some flowers delivered while Michaela 
was at school. And this was where a lot of the trouble came to a head, and where 
I became involved. What my daughter had been telling Warren about her no 
longer being engaged was not the truth in the least. So when Geoffrey received 
flowers sent to Michaela, it was hard for her to explain. Her best excuse for the 
flowers were that Warren was stalking her, forcing her to spend time with him. 
Geoffrey, concerned for his fiancé, insisted she go to the police with the story, 
which she was all too glad to do. When I found out, I was the one who had to call 
him and explain what had happened. He answered the phone with such cheer in 
his voice. I told him I was terribly sorry, but Michaela hadn’t been at all honest 
with him, and was causing trouble. I could hear his voice flatten out, the deeper 
into the story I got. I told him not to worry, because nobody was going to believe 
the things she was saying. She had done this twice before, once with that Alex, 
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and once with the other boy. She was seeing a therapist once a week to deal with 
those episodes, and we had record of it. I worried that Warren, who was such a 
sweet boy, was going to have a heart attack at the thought of being arrested for a 
restraining order or something.  

We did get it all clear with the police and Geoffrey, but not before some 
of the local police officers stopped Warren and told him to stay out of town or 
they would have him arrested, or before some of the neighbors sent vague threats 
his way. I was worried about it doing damage to him in the long-term as well, 
being tricked like that so maliciously. Now…I know he was too strong a person 
for something that happened all those years ago to be the reason he did what he 
did, but I certainly don’t think it helped him any, and I wonder if it might have 
had something to add to the reasons. Another tragedy, another reason not to trust 
people when they tell you something nice. It was a terrible, hurtful thing my 
daughter did to that poor boy. I hate to think that she had anything to do with 
adding to his misery, or that she was even a small part of the cause of this last 
trouble. However, I am glad to have found out what happened to him. And I most 
certainly hope she thinks, somewhere in the back of her head, that what she did 
to him might possibly have hurt him enough to push him that far. Maybe that will 
help her realize that she should stop and think about what she’s doing next time 
she decides to ignore someone’s feelings and make a game of love. 
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Mr. Steinman 
 
I love science. When I decided to become a teacher, it was because I 

loved science so much that I wanted to go back and share this with kids who 
were still discovering it, who might be as curious and interested as I was when I 
was in school. Starting out, I used the patterns set up for me, the teaching plans 
of the other science teachers, and the chemistry teacher who taught at the school 
before me. Their techniques were old, they focused too much on pop quizzes and 
memorization and the periodic table. Chemistry was so much more than that. 
Chemistry is the science of the world on its smallest molecular level. It’s the base 
of medicine and biology and new discoveries. Chemists find cleaner burning 
fuels and ways to make our oxygen cleaner. The greatest difficulty is in trying to 
impress that onto a group of kids when they’re waiting for you to ask them the 
atomic weight of Plutonium. So I started working on some of my own ideas, and 
some things I learned about in college, chief among them, an experimental 
segmented teaching method. What is chemistry if not the celebration of 
experimenting with new things, right? If I made each unit interesting, make it 
easy enough to get a decent grade, while still learning the important stuff, maybe 
I could get these kids to see science like I did. So I broke it up into twenty-four 
units, each focusing on a different part of the book. There was a packet for each 
unit, with the assignments, the reading needed, the experiments. Students could 
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work at their own pace, and at the end, there was a test that reviewed that unit. 
There were two review units, easy stuff covering the eleven chapters before. 
Grades were based on not just the score, but the number of units completed. They 
didn’t need to be done in order, they didn’t all need to be done at all. If someone 
wanted to skip units M and R, which focused on the Molarity of particles, then 
they could, and still get an A. You only needed to do ten units to pass, and twenty 
to get an A. I used this system for years, and kids didn’t hate the class, but they 
never really loved science any more. Certainly, there were some who got it more 
than others, some who were a little interested in it. But it was pretty rare to have 
someone come back for the advanced chemistry, and fewer still who really 
seemed to love it.  

That’s why Warren stands out, and why I still remember him after all 
these years. He wasn’t a remarkable student in the beginning. Like so many kids, 
he sat over by the window, and looked completely disinterested. For that first 
week, he yawned all through the explanations, and sat, half asleep, for a while 
when I told them to get together into the groups they wanted to work with for the 
rest of the class. Slowly he eventually got up, and sat down next to two of the 
other students. He didn’t even ask, I don’t think. I didn’t hear him. While the rest 
of the class sat talking amongst their group of friends, he just sat, not even 
looking at the two boys he had joined. The others spoke to one another, but only 
even glanced at him occasionally. They knew his name, I assumed they were 
friends and he was just tired. It didn’t seem of any import, and I got them all 
started on the first unit.  

At the beginning, all the students pretty much start at the same pace. It 
takes a while for them to start pulling away from each other, working on different 
things, which in turn gives me a chance to get to know them and how they work 
before we get to the difficult part. Again, I had no way of knowing how hard a 
worker he may or may not be. Warren finished section A in about the same time 
as the rest. Finished B a few days before everyone else. C a week before anyone. 
His team never once asked me a single question, or had a problem. If one of his 
partners had something they didn’t understand, they just asked Warren. There 
wasn’t a question he couldn’t seem to handle. When his group was starting 
section G, the next highest team was still on D. By the time the first semester of 
the class was over, he had finished well over half the units. Not just done enough 
of the work to pass, but actually completed every assignment and experiment and 
extra credit project. The lowest he ever got on a single unit test was ninety-six 
percent. Warren was just one of those students who understood science, he 
devoured the lessons like I had when I was his age.  

I didn’t know if people understand how good it feels to have a student 
who really gets it, but I brought him up once or twice in the teacher’s lounge. 
John Bennett, the Physics teacher, remembered him from a year before. He said 
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that Warren stumbled into his class on the first day of class twenty minutes late, 
swearing about the school making some effort to number their classrooms, 
because he was certain that this room had been a janitor’s closet. This disruptive 
student sat in the back at a table with a few kids John had known to be trouble, 
struggling with all their classes and getting into mischief more often than not. But 
as the class progressed, he noticed that, while Warren never offered up answers, 
never volunteered a single word to anyone, he understood the work as though he 
had been studying it for years. The kids at his table, who failed as many classes 
as they passed, and used to skip out halfway through the semester because they 
weren’t going to pass it anyway, were all getting B’s and C’s. Anyone who 
bothered to ask him over for help seemed to get it. John had heard rumors about 
Warren getting into fights, and yet some of the most sheltered and timid girls in 
the class could see him at any time if they didn’t understand Archimedes’s 
principle, or how to calculate the speed of a falling object. Now, John personally 
didn’t believe the rumors at all until one of his other students, an older kid who 
had recently been locked away for six months for attempted armed robbery, 
starting giving Warren a hard time about the long hair he wore back then. It was 
on the day of a test, and Warren usually took a nap when he finished his tests, 
unless they were allowed to work in groups and his table needed help. Someone 
had woken him up at the end of class, and he was yawning and collecting his 
things.  

“Hey, you fucking hippy, this test so easy it can’t keep your attention so 
you think you gotta go to sleep?” 

“Nah. Finished early, and saw you were struggling over there. Tried to 
imagine what was going through your head, and it was so much like watching 
paint dry I just nodded off.” Warren apparently responded as casually as if he 
were discussing a class with a friend of his. He didn’t even bother to stop and try 
to stare down the older boy. He just kept packing his books and papers into his 
bag.  

“What was that, boy? You got something you want to say to me?” 
“No, not really. Kind of tired to start trying to explain anything to you 

now. Why don’t you go brush up on your Dr. Suess, so when I have something to 
say you actually understand half of it.” 

“I think you’re forgetting who you’re talking to, hippy. Maybe that long 
hair is choking your brain or something. You really think you want to fucking 
fight me? I’m a lot bigger’n you, I’ve done real time.” 

“Right, right. For, what was it, armed robbery? No, that’s right. 
Attempted armed robbery. You’re the one out of a hundred guys who walks into a 
fucking 7-11 and doesn’t make it out with so much as a Goddamn candy bar. 
Fifteen-year olds get better takes than that. What happen? You forget which end 
of the gun to hold and blow a nut off? And you may be big, but just because you 
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spent six months watching cable and sucking cock doesn’t make you mean. Just 
means you’re stupid enough to get caught. You don’t scare me. Get the fuck out 
of my way.” As a teacher at this school, I’d learned to live with the kind of 
language and display John was describing. Big city schools get the metal 
detectors and police aid, but in a small town like ours, you get just as much 
violence and drug abuse as a large school; sometimes more. Because the kids that 
grow up there don’t have a lot else to do, and a lot of them spend their lives 
watching their parents stuck in the same rut that they know will eventually have 
them as well. It makes them mean. But when there are a dozen threats like that a 
day, most of them never become real fights. Still, John heard a scuffle between 
them, and then it stopped. Warren was standing with his back to John, facing the 
older boy, who was in turn keeping his eyes on Warren. When Warren spoke, his 
voice came out like a growl. 

“So, you seem to have a hard time learning things. Want me to try and 
teach you something new here and now, or are you done fucking up for the day?” 
The other boy stared a minute, and stepped back. 

“You’re asking for it. We ain’t done.” The rumor was that Warren had a 
knife, and that’s why the bigger kid backed off. John Bennett never knew for 
sure, and the kids were prone to making a story bigger than it actually was. John 
never thought much of the event. He actually had a bit of pride, watching the best 
student he had in years stand down a kid a foot taller than him and a few years 
older, but he wasn’t worried about more problems. Nor did he see Warren get 
into any more trouble in that class, even with the previous student, until closer to 
the end of the school year. Warren had been helping another table understand 
some principle or another; some of the more pampered girls from well-off 
families John expected to be more nervous around him with his rumors and cold 
demeanor. At the next table over sat four boys who wanted to be career military 
as soon as they left school. They had been discussing their duty to their country, 
far from the first time, and one of them turned to Warren.  

“You ever think about using that big brain of yours to serve your 
nation?” Warren turned towards him and examined the young man’s face. Then 
he turned back to the paper he had been explaining to the girls, shaking his head 
and chuckling a little.  

“What, you think you’re too good for your country? Too smart to do the 
right thing?” Warren still didn’t respond, just went on trying to explain, with a 
grin on his face. The boy got up and stood closer.  

“You better straighten up and fly right, boy. My country has enough 
problems without an arrogant, useless shit like you.” Warren chuckled again, and 
turned back to the other boy.  
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“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to laugh. I just have a hard time of it when 
someone whose life’s ambition is to live with and grapple with other men all day 
starts giving me advice on being straight.”  

“Are you calling the Marines queer? Are you insulting my Marines, little 
boy?” 

“Insulting? No. I do have a question though. Do they give you camo 
condoms and lube before you get to butt-fucking each other in dugouts and bunk-
houses, or do you go natural, and take it like real men?” 

“I’m not far from taking your ass outside and beating it into the ground.” 
“I don’t doubt it. But the things you want to do to my ass 

notwithstanding, don’t you think you’re kindof missing the point of your country 
and its constitution? You asked my opinion, which I gave to you. If you want to 
go rape and kill and steal for the glory of your nation, to bring democracy to 
them that don’t want it, that’s your right as much as it is mine to stay here and, 
you know, not. I can go outside and make you bleed if you really want, but 
wouldn’t it be a better idea for you to go back to your circle-jerk and study? You 
know, low test scores and illiteracy are two of those problems your country 
seems to be having right now.” The militant boy stared at Warren for a while, 
and spit on his shoes, before turned and going back to his own table.  

“Hey, thanks for the spit-shine. That’s class.” And with that Warren went 
back to his explanation as though nothing had ever happened. John never said 
anything about the arguments to him. When the class ended, the overall grade 
average was higher than it had been in all of his time teaching at that school. 
Some of the kids he thought were certain to fail passed, some of them well, and 
none of the kids in tables nearby who Warren sometimes helped got terrible 
grades. In John’s opinion, it was worth letting a few mishaps slide for someone 
who was that good a student. 

My own experiences with Warren were much the same. By the next year, 
when he was in my class, it had become accepted for most of his classes that he 
didn’t always have to attend. If he missed a day, most of us marked him present 
anyway. It may not sound like good teaching, but he never missed an assignment, 
and never had a low score. When he started dating a cheerleader who had my 
class the period after he did, neither his math teacher nor myself had a problem 
with him hanging out for part of the next class. He always helped as much as he 
distracted, and sometimes he just sat on the air system sticking out under the 
window and watched her work. I was a little disappointed when the girl, her 
name was Gabrielle if I remember right, dumped him. It was like loosing a 
teaching aid, and for such an odd pairing, they seemed happy. But he still 
excelled in his own class, finishing the rest of the units in record time. Towards 
the end he moved too fast even for his buddies to keep up with him. He would 
stop his own unit to go back and help them when they asked, but worked on his 



 104

own most days. With more than a month left in the class, he finished all twenty-
four units. Not only that, but he finished with a hundred sixteen percent as a 
grade, and a free period for the remainder of the term. Some days he made up his 
own experiments, some days he slept. One day he counted all the holes in the 
tiles in the ceiling. Everybody watched curiously as he sat staring at the ceiling 
all day, and then, five minutes until the end of class, he walked up and wrote the 
final number on the chalk-board. And some days he didn’t show up at all; that 
was fine too. For all his reputation, I didn’t really see that bad a part of him. I 
never saw him getting in fights, myself. As many as they said he got into, you’d 
think I would have seen one. But he never even argued with anyone in the class 
like John had seen. They avoided him, for the most part. If someone did approach 
him, he helped them, or answered their questions. You’d hear kids say he was a 
bad news, but he never got into any legal trouble. Some said he was on drugs, but 
he didn’t look it in the least to me. Warren just did his own thing. His history 
teachers, both of whom were coaches for the football, softball, and soccer teams 
and usually tended to favor the athletes in their classes, even went so far as to ask 
Warren if they could keep his projects to use as teaching aids and displays in the 
future. Mr. Christian still has the charcoal portrait of Thomas Moore he did 
hanging in his room. The art teacher still has one of his paintings displayed, too.  

Warren left us early, though, to start college. He was sixteen when he 
started. That girl, Gabby, said he was going to be a doctor. It wasn’t chemistry, 
but it was science. And he could always change his mind and become a 
pharmacist instead. That was pretty close. Apparently that never worked out 
though. My daughter went to her class reunion not long ago, and she ran into 
Gabby there, who had remained friends with Warren, so she knew some of what 
had happened to him. After some arguments with the science department, he left 
school to become an artist or something, and start a business. Worked odd jobs 
for a while, and now this. What a waste. He was one of the smartest kids to come 
through this school, through any school; so much promise and skill and 
intelligence. He could have had anything, he could have been anything. But with 
all of that, I guess, he still couldn’t find a way to make himself happy enough. 
Who knows, maybe the rumors were true. Maybe it was drugs. Maybe he had 
gotten himself into some legal trouble. I think he probably just went right on 
doing his own thing, and never found a way to make it work with the rest of the 
world. For all I know, he probably spent the those last years the same way he 
spent his time here; being the guy working by himself, understanding and 
thinking and creating things at a fast pace, moving from thing to thing while the 
world around him just watched and wondered what he was up to, some curious 
and asking for help, some bitter and angry that he refused to play along, but none 
of them really wanting to get to close. And it really is just such a waste. A 
complete and utter waste.  
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Randall 
 
Don’t start me to start crying about what I lost or anything. I don’t even 

know the guy people have been telling you about. I never met that guy. Not 
really. I knew the kid he used to be, a long time ago. He didn’t sound like the 
same person, he didn’t act like the same person. He didn’t even look like the 
same person. The Warren I knew was something else entirely. I guess a guy can 
change a lot in a decade and a half.  

The Warren I knew when we were kids was chubby and small and funny. 
He was picked on some for being fat, picked on some for being smart, and a little 
more for being small. But he was still always laughing. He was one the class 
clowns. Warren and Jimmy and myself; we were the ones always goofing 
around, making people laugh. He and I met in kindergarten, when we were on the 
same schedule. We played together a lot, with two other guys. And that’s how 
friendships start in school, I guess. We were in different classes for the rest of our 
time at school, but one day a week we and the other smart kids were all pulled 
out from our classes and bussed to another school for a different class, in this 
Extended Learning program. So we still saw each other enough to play after 
school and on weekends, and we were in the same Cub Scout troupe. Most 
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childhood friendships fall apart as soon as you don’t see each other on a regular 
basis. But we always had that other connection. To the best of my knowledge he 
didn’t really have any other friends in the first grade, except this one little blond 
girl. Don’t know her name, but I saw them playing together for a while. She 
came to his birthday party that year. The next year it was much the same thing. 
One or two friends, and some girl he spent most of his time chasing after. Brown 
hair and cowboy boots. And he literally chased her, too. It was a game they 
played. If he caught her, I think she would hold his hand or kiss him on the cheek 
or something. Next year, he had the same one or two friends, and another girl. 
That’s how it was with him. I think he spent as much time playing with girls as 
he did with guys. We saw each other less and less then. I started playing sports, 
and he didn’t. He had asthma, so he couldn’t. Which I think was a lot of bull. I 
don’t think he cared. My best friend back then had asthma, too, and he played. I 
got Warren to play football once. He kept asking questions like “what’s first 
down?” or “do I have to throw the ball over the posts?” He didn’t play with us 
again after that.  

The Warren I knew was a really nice guy though. The kind of nice where 
he may be trying too hard. It was really important that he make everybody laugh 
or smile, or do something for them. He had to replace his crayons and colored 
pencils several times a year because he was always loaning them out and never 
got them back. He knew who had them, but he never said anything. Just told his 
dad he lost them. He was so involved in his own world, too. Some days he would 
just walk around by himself, talking or daydreaming. He got kicked in the head 
more than once because he wandered too close to the swings and had no idea 
where he was. Sometimes he would walk around and talk to Jimmy. I think he 
was closer to Jimmy than he was to me, but he still always called me his best 
friend. Jimmy was a lot like him. They both had this fixation with girls. In the 
grades when everyone else is still worried about cooties, these two would walk 
around talking about which girls they wished were their girlfriends. They were 
too young to even be thinking about sex, they just wanted a girl to be around, 
wanted som ekind of a relationship. The last year he went to our school, the 
fourth grade, the girl he was after was Nadine. She was a little bit of a nerd, like 
him. Flowers and pretty animals and other things like that. He didn’t make it as 
obvious as he used to though. Girls that age weren’t to a point where they 
appreciated guys wanting them. They shrieked. And then he would run. So he 
only told Jimmy. And then, one day, he decided to tell someone else. One of his 
other friends. The ones he didn’t hang out with quite as much. But Jimmy was 
away on vacation, so he didn’t have anyone else to talk to. He told them he 
thought she was cool and cute. They reacted the way guys in the fourth grade 
react. They oohed and made fun, and ran over to where her friends hung out to 
tell her. Warren got mad. He told something personal to his friends and they 
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made fun of him. He yelled at the one who went to tell her; called him a fucking 
asshole and jumped off the picnic table, with his arms around the neck of this kid 
who was more than a foot taller than him, punching him in the head. I remember 
hearing about that, because it was so weird. Warren didn’t hit people. Warren had 
never hit anybody in his entire life. He didn’t even say the word ‘crap’ because 
he thought it was a bad word. But he swore and attacked this guy. And then he 
just stopped, apparently, and ran off. He felt really bad. Nobody else knew if it 
was a joke, or what. 

He had a hard time looking Nadine in the eyes afterwards. They 
eventually started talking more, and smiling at each other. She actually liked him, 
too. But everyone else in our class had heard about it, and thought it was 
hilarious. So they teased them both about it. Singing about kissing in trees and so 
on. Warren was embarrassed, and felt bad because now Nadine was being teased 
because of him. She didn’t seem to care, personally. But he felt bad a lot easier 
than he paid attention. And he knew he was going to be moving away before long 
anyway. Jimmy was moving as well. Different places. So when they walked 
around, they talked about how they were going to act differently when they got to 
where they were going. In the new schools, they weren’t going to be the clowns. 
They weren’t going to be the kids nobody ever took seriously. They were going 
to play their cards differently, play it cool. Talk less, do more, end up with cute 
girlfriends and be happy. And then he moved. He called a few times but with 
school work and after-school sports, there was never time to call back. He talked 
to Jimmy once or twice, though. Jimmy told him that Nadine had actually been 
asking after him when he left. She was sad that he didn’t even tell her, and he 
didn’t get a chance to hang out with her, or go play, or whatever it is kids do 
when they’re in love in the fourth grade. But then Jimmy moved, too, and I didn’t 
hear much about him anymore. Every once in a while the teacher who ran the 
Extended Learning classes would call and ask about what I was doing, how I 
was.  She kept track of every one of us, and always gave updates when she 
called. Harris was class president, Phoebe won a math and science award, and 
Warren graduated early to start college. Kayla was valedictorian and April 
already lined up an internship and Warren was going to be a doctor. Johnny 
inherited his dad’s business and Kyle and Annie got married, and Warren was 
writing books. She was the one who called and told me what happened. I was 
curious, so I showed up to the services. 

Everyone had pictures and stories of a Warren I had never seen. Pictures 
of him with long hair or wild, spiked hair, or no hair at all, and facial hair that 
never looked the same way twice. Stories about him fighting and stealing, stories 
about him falling in love, writing and painting. Stories about him learning and 
teaching and getting promotions. But none of the stories were like I imagined 
him to be. There was another guy there that I only recognized just after he left. 
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He wasn’t hanging with the clusters of other people, unless he was listening to 
stories. Mostly he looked at the pictures around. He was pretty well dressed, and 
clean-cut. He was staring at one of the pictures, and I heard him say ‘you played 
the cards you were dealt, I guess. Played it differently, kept it interesting. Maybe 
you shouldn’t have folded your hand just yet.’ By the time I recognized it was 
Jimmy, he was already gone. He’s been in Texas, according to our old teacher, 
running his own computer company. It was awkward, there. Everybody had lost 
something. The guy I knew, he’d been gone a long time, apparently. He was 
some kid who just disappeared when he moved away. So I didn’t stay long. It 
was interesting, though, seeing how much he had changed. How different he 
could be from what he was. I guess I never think of myself as having changed a 
great deal. My best friend now is the same kid I grew up with, and I don’t think 
of him as having changed that drastically. But I wouldn’t have recognized 
Warren on a bet. I guess it’s something of a shame that the kid he was couldn’t 
have grown up as easily as we did. And a shame that the person he became 
couldn’t stay around to see what else he might become. But it’s just a thought. I 
didn’t really know that guy. Not at all.  
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Trent 
 
When you know someone as long as I knew Warren, you become almost 

like family. I think I probably knew him better than anyone. We met back in 
grade school. It was the first year either of us were in that school. He had just 
moved from another city, and I had been in a different district up until then. Back 
then, he was really quiet, and didn’t talk to anybody unless they made him. He 
kept an eye on everything, and sometimes he would smile to himself, like he had 
just told a joke to himself, but he was still quiet. In our whole class, he was 
probably the shyest kid there. I sat next to him one day during math. That 
morning I took a deck of my dad’s nudie playing cards-the ones with pictures of 
naked women on them, and took them to school with me. So during class I 
showed him some of those. They got his attention well enough, and at lunch he 
wanted to see more, so we went out by the fence at the back of the schoolyard 
and looked at them together. And that was how we met.  

It wasn’t until the next year that we started to hang out outside of school. 
That young, the friends you see a lot are the ones who live nearby, so you can see 
them more often than just when you can get someone to drive you. Warren hung 
out with a kid named Roland, who lived up the street. My only nearby friend was 
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Trent. But Warren’s dad was a lot more willing to drive than my parents were, if 
I took the bus to his house after school, he would normally bring be back home 
again. We hung out there more than at my house. Nobody really knew what to do 
about my dad when my friends went back there. He had a habit of getting drunk 
and punishing everyone in the house for something or another. On more than one 
occasion the friends I had over were grounded to my room for the rest of the day. 
They never knew what to do, when it was time to go home, but they couldn’t 
leave my room. Only a few of my friends ever got the hang of dealing with him. 
He didn’t like that Warren was so quiet, and didn’t like that he didn’t look people 
in the face when he spoke. He was always pushing Warren to speak in whole 
sentences and look him in the eyes. I think he eventually got Warren to look him 
in the eyes when he spoke, but I don’t know that Warren ever took to using 
complete sentences if he didn’t need to.  

We spent a lot of years just hanging out, playing video games, or playing 
in the field by my house. We had our BB guns, and would shoot at birds or 
snakes outside. I remember a time that we had a bucket of gas that we dipped 
mice into, and then lit their tails on fire to watch them run around. One of them 
nearly set the shed on fire, though, so that was the end of that game. We took a 
pair of old BB guns and removed the inner barrel, leaving only the outer barrel 
that was wide enough to hold marbles, and the would shoot at each other with 
them. Which doesn’t sound like the smartest plan now, but there was never any 
real damage done, just a few bruises. The marbles were hard to aim, though. If 
we could get someone to give us a ride into town, we would go to the small 
theatre there and sneak into R rated movies, and then go to the arcade next door. 
Or we would walk down to the store where my grandmother worked and she 
would steal us candy and toys, or at the very least, look the other way and tell us 
to steal them ourselves. When new game systems came out, we found friends 
who had them, or we would rent the machines on the weekends, and alternate 
between the video games and this bizarre UHF channel that showed anime 
cartoons and swimsuit competitions, with such lax censorship that if the girls 
flashed or removed their suits, there was at the very least a minute before they 
managed to blur anything out, if they blurred it at all. They were good times, with 
no worries and a lot of pointless fun. And they happened more and more, until 
eventually we saw each other almost every weekend.  

Whenever his family went on a trip to the beach or the water park or 
something they had me along, so we could run off on our own and not get in their 
way. I remember one trip, when we were on spring break during the seventh 
grade, we spent three days in the summer at the beach. The first day we walked 
around stealing things from gift shops, and spent all our money in the massive 
arcade, or on junk food. The next day we rented banana bikes, which we broke 
trying to chase down and run over seagulls. We swapped our broken ones with a 
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few that were being neglected by the couple that had rented them. But then we 
broke those, too, when Warren saw a girl he thought he recognized from school, 
riding by and wearing a tiny little bikini, and ran into me while watching her ride 
away. So we still had to ditch our broken bikes at the stand and run off before the 
owner noticed how bent up they were. Warren had a special attention for that 
girl; her’s were the first breasts he had ever seen up close. Earlier in the year, 
they were in the same science class together. On an assignment, the purpose of 
which was to build a rubber-band powered car and race them, everyone was 
clustered down at the finish line end of the track. Warren was sitting on a chair, 
and a lot of people were sitting on the floor around him. During one race, he 
looked down to watch the car finish, and noticed that where he was sitting also 
lent him the opportunity to look right down the girl’s shirt. So he cheered. 
Everyone else was cheering for the cars crossing the finish line. But Warren was 
cheering for every time she moved a little, and changed his angle. It was a good 
day for him. He always said he felt guilty about it, later, but he just couldn’t stop 
looking. I think he only thought he should feel bad, so he said it out loud. His 
moral compass didn’t exactly point north all the time. Later in the day we found a 
payphone, so I could call the girl I was seeing and tell her I missed her and 
comfort her that I wasn’t cheating on her, and then call the other girl I was 
seeing, and tell her pretty much the same thing. Then it was off to the hotel pool. 
There were no girls there, which sucked, but we did have it to ourselves, which 
was fun. After a while we tried to use the sauna, only the handle was off the fresh 
water faucet, so we had to fill the cracked wooden bucket from the pool. It was 
fun until the fumes from the chlorine in the water started to make us a little dizzy 
and give us headaches. Then we went back to the pool until some fat girls came 
in to swim, and we went back to the room to watch chuck Norris movies on our 
crappy tv.  

As time went on, more of our attention became devoted to music, and 
somehow more and more trouble started stirring into the mix of our regular 
activities. I moved to a place in town, just a mile up the hill from where Warren 
lived. When we went out, we usually stole something. We took food and posters 
from rock concerts, decorations from restaurants, and pretty much the entire 
inside of stores were open for the taking. One of the first things we stole together 
were these cardboard cutouts of Star Wars figures. They stood full size, and we 
spent some time trying to figure the best way to get them. We slowly worked 
them out of the doorway of the storefront. And then, when nobody was looking, 
we picked them up and ran to the nearby exit, folding them down as we sprinted 
the stairs, and burst out the doors at the bottom, laughing and carrying the cutouts 
under our arms, folded to half their size. It was great, stealing things bigger than 
us. It was a challenge. He liked the challenge of stealing. He said it was one of 
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the two biggest reasons he did it at all. It was something we discussed quite a few 
times.  

“How do you prioritize reasons to steal? I just have one; I want things I 
can’t afford.”  

“I think there’s more to it than that. For you I mean. I know my reasons. 
And while getting cool shit is nice and all, its not the driving reason.” 

“Then what is?” 
“The puzzle of it. Like one of those lateral thinking puzzles, yeah? 

Where they give you a handful of random facts about seven characters, and then 
you have to try and figure out who sat next to whom at dinner, and who had the 
pork? It’s a lot like that. We want to get Object A to Exit D without alerting 
Guard C or Worker B. I’m good at those puzzles. I like that there’s something I 
can do so naturally. Gives me this opportunity to examine everything from every 
angle I can, and find a solution. Sometimes there’s something I didn’t think of, 
and I have to react fast to it. It’s great, its exciting, and it feels good when we get 
away with it. I know I just solved the puzzle, and it was a tough one.” 

“So that’s the reason you steal? For challenge?” 
“A lot of it. The biggest reason is more psychological though.” 
“Psychological how? Like kleptomania?” 
“Not quite. More like…all the things I want, the things I really, really 

want, are things I can’t just make happen. Want to be successful, I want to 
graduate, I want to meet a girl who really likes me. But I can’t force any of those 
things to happen. I have to work for years to graduate school, and then maybe, if 
I get the right job, and work hard enough, I can be successful at that. And 
meeting the right girl…well, shit man. Everyone at that school looks at me like 
I’m a psycho half the time, and pretend I don’t exist the other half. Even if I 
could find a girl who’d so much as talk to me, let alone go out with me, what are 
the odds she would be someone I could care about? I could ask out every girl I 
see in a single day without meeting one who gives a shit about me, or who I give 
a shit about. It’s a matter of waiting until I find the right one. And I can’t just 
make that happen.” 

“So what the fuck does that have to do with stealing?” 
“Because all those big things I want I can’t have. Just can’t. God slaps 

his hand down in front of me and says ‘No dice, fat boy. Fuck off.’ But all these 
other things…even if I don’t want them very much, I can have them. All I have 
to do is reach out and take them. I don’t have to pay, I don’t have to ask, I don’t 
have to think twice. If I want it, even just a little, just for a moment, I can get it. 
I’m good at it, it comes natural, and the thing is mine. And, I don’t know. It’s like 
I’m trying to make up for those big things I can’t have by taking everything 
else.”  
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I think he was full of shit. Just big excuses for the same impulses most of 
us had. He was probably just an adrenaline junkie like the rest of us. But he was 
right about people being uncomfortable around him. He freaked people out in a 
big way. He was so anti-social that few people ever really heard him talk. 
Literally, there were people we went to school with for years who had never 
heard his voice. And since he had a tendency to get in fights with people, in and 
out of school, all kinds of rumors circled around about him. He always pointed 
out the humor in the fact that someone as popular as I was in school was best 
friends with someone the exact opposite of popular. I always said that he was as 
popular as I was, just in a different way. Almost as many people knew who he 
was as who knew me, they talked about him when he wasn’t around, like me. 
The difference is people who knew me thought I was friendly, and wanted to 
hang out with me, whereas people who knew him were afraid of him, and 
thought if they made him mad he might hurt them. As far as reputation itself 
goes, I think a few more people knew who he was than me, even. People in other 
schools that our friends went to heard stories about him. There were people who 
knew who Warren was, but had never even seen him, but it did make it hard for 
him to date. I tried to convince him that some girls were turned on by things like 
that. But he never listened to my advice, never went after those girls. He was in 
love with this girl for years. I told him to try and talk to her, let her know he was 
more than what people said he was. Instead, one day he just walked up to her 
after school, and took of his headphones.  

“Hey. You wanna go out with me?” She was seriously spooked, and 
stared for a while before saying no. When she did, he said ‘cool,’ put his 
headphones back on, and walked off laughing. I tried to ask him why he did that, 
tried to point out that of course it scared her. He just shook his head.  

“I just happened to have remembered a joke I started a long time ago. It’s 
no big deal.”  

Whatever reason he stole, he started to do it a lot more. We both did. 
After the cutouts, we knew we could get bigger things than the little trinkets we 
had gotten before. At one point, we stole a huge maroon chair from an office 
building. We walked in there because it was across the street from the movie 
theatre, and we had never been inside before. In the lobby, there were two 
identical chairs. Warren really liked the chairs. So we looked at each other, took 
the chair, and left. Had a hard time getting it into his 2-door car, but it fit 
eventually. That’s how it went. If we saw something we liked, it was ours. If we 
had something we didn’t want, it wasn’t our problem. If someone caused trouble 
with us, we should fight them. They were simple answers, but they made enough 
sense. We stayed out all night because we had nothing better to do. Even after we 
could drive, we walked around town and the next town over, because they were 
ours. If the cops tried to catch us for being out past curfew, we would run. 
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Sometimes we had reason to, because we were carrying illegal fireworks or a 
blowgun, or warren had a knife on him, or I had some weed on me. Other times 
we were with our friends, who had been stealing things. Or maybe Warren had 
just been in a fight. But, no matter what, we tried to run if we could. Through 
backyards, over fences. There were a thousand places to hide around there. 
Bushes and dog houses and little rock caves at he riverside. Inside the eaves of 
the gazebo by the park. And if the cops happened across one, we would turn and 
run some more. That was how we spent our teenage years. Drinking and getting 
stones and stealing and getting into trouble. Except that Warren didn’t drink or 
get stoned. Flat refused to. Wouldn’t even have a beer with us. Ironic, really, 
considering everyone thought he was a huge drug addict. But he wouldn’t touch 
it, unless we were making a delivery for my dad, who grew pot to sell. 
Sometimes we could get some extra from him to sell ourselves. But that kind of 
thing causes real trouble, and stoners aren’t good at keeping secrets, to Warren 
didn’t want much to do with that, aside from quick money once in a while. He 
preferred to do things that didn’t depend on someone else doing things right.  

And then there was music. Most of our friends played something or 
other. Music was probably the biggest part of our lives; even more so than the 
movies and video games and porn and stealing. There was always music around. 
When Chris and Willem asked Warren to play drums for their band, Warren ran 
out and bought drums so he could. He practiced a lot, and he was pretty good, 
considering, but not good enough to make him happy. So he went back to what 
he had been wanting to do before; play the bass. He was good at that. After a few 
years, we started playing together in a band. And he always had a bassline for 
whatever I wrote. He wasn’t a huge fan of sitting around and jamming, which 
meant we couldn’t write together on the spot very often, but when I made a tape, 
even if it was the worst recording, and he took it home, he could come back with 
something great. He didn’t make things complicated, and he didn’t want to be a 
star. He just wrote what sounded best for the music, what helped everything tie 
together, with clever little fills and transitions. I always liked hearing him play, 
and we had some good times.  

We continued to play and he continued to make trouble until he started 
dating. When he was a sophomore he started seeing this cheerleader named 
Gabrielle. She was the nerd of the cheerleaders, and annoying as all hell. He was 
really into her, though. So he stopped causing trouble. Warren had been working 
at this craft store that sold a lot more than craft things for a while, so he still 
looked the other way when we went there to steal condoms or candy or whatever. 
But he didn’t do it himself. He even tried to avoid fights. He was still playing a 
badass when we were in public. By then he was so good at threatening people he 
didn’t even have to hit them. ‘The best way to avoid a fight is to let the other guy 
know he’s lost before anyone starts swinging.’ So he always said. When she 
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dumped him, he relapsed into fighting a little, but he still didn’t steal that much. 
And then when he started seeing that Haligh girl, he stopped again, or tried to. 
Every once in a while some kid would come up to him, and tell him that Haligh 
was a slut and a whore, and she was cheating on him, so Warren would beat the 
shit out of him. But that was the only time. I didn’t get to see him as much, since 
he was always with her. I thought she was a needy bitch, so I didn’t mind that we 
didn’t hang out together much when she was around. Of course, she was always 
around. We mostly saw each other on days we went to school, since we 
carpooled, and on some nights we had evening classes together, so we would 
hang out at my brother’s apartment and study. It still was never the same when he 
was around. It was different somehow. He thought it was funny that, with all the 
girls I dated and fooled around with, he still lost his virginity before me, and he 
wasn’t even trying too hard. He was trying new things with her that I hadn’t 
done. Tried to convince me that going down on a girl was a great thing. I don’t 
know why it felt as strange as it did, but it wasn’t cool. Eventually, it turned out 
that she truly was cheating on him. A lot. He never did know how many guys she 
had been with. The people he talked to all had a different answer.  

He had to apologize to some of the guys he beat up for warning him, but 
he still didn’t really fight anymore. Before it was like he was trying to be a better 
person for the girls he was with. Now he was just too depressed to do it. He was 
always moping around about something or other. I tried to joke with him. We 
went to class, and somebody asked what was wrong. I said ‘that’s just the look of 
a guy who hasn’t been laid in a while, and knows its going to be even longer until 
the next one.’ But he still didn’t smile, no matter what I said. One night he sent 
me an e-mail with his passwords and safe combinations in it. He showed up at 
school the next day or so, with bandages on his arms, but fine besides. I thought 
it was best not to let him dwell on being sad, so I didn’t talk about it. Tried to 
change the subject. But he had no interest. After months of this, he started to get 
mad at me. He said I was never around, said I didn’t care about anything but 
myself. We went to a concert and his car broke down, so the rest of his traded his 
ticket for a ride to the show, since he had to sit with the car anyway, until a tow-
truck came. Another show he missed because he was sick or something, when I 
showed up to go, he was in bed, and told me to fuck off. When I came over one 
day he was just sitting in his chair, with his voice dead flat. He refused to look at 
me; his body was rigid, his fingers sinking into the arms of his stolen chair, he 
was squeezing it so hard. And then he just started talking. 

“Thought we should talk.” 
“About anything in particular, or just gossip?” 
“About how things between us aren’t good.” 
“I didn’t notice things not being good.” 
“That’s one of the problems. You never notice things beyond yourself.” 



 116

“What do you mean?” 
“Means it doesn’t matter how happy or unhappy people around you are. 

Your only concern is what you are doing, yourself.” 
“That’s bullshit.” 
“Is it? When I was with Gabrielle, you weren’t happy for me. First time I 

kissed a girl since I was seven, and all you did was bitch about her and make fun 
of her. Still do now, even though you know she and I still hang out. When I was 
with Haligh, all you did was complain about her. You’ve been going on for years 
about all the girls you date. I have sat and listened more times than I can count 
about what you did with what girl and how cool you thought it was. But any time 
I brought her up, when I drove to your house because I was excited because she 
told me she loved me, or when we had sex for the first time, you acted like it 
couldn’t have been less important.” 

“She was a bitch. She cheated on you.” 
“You didn’t know that. You didn’t even take the time to talk to her when 

we were together, you couldn’t say she was a bitch. And when she left me and I 
found out, you still didn’t care. I tried to kill myself—I cut myself up and 
swallowed handfuls of pills, and you knew, because you were the one person I 
wrote a goodbye letter to and the next time I saw you the only thing you had to 
talk about was whether you should try to fuck the blond, the brunette, or the 
redhead.” 

“How was I supposed to know how serious it was?” 
“By asking, maybe. By the scars I still have on my arms. By the fact that 

I told you how serious it was, even though all you did was joke about it and make 
fun of me.” 

“I was trying to cheer you up.” 
“Making fun of me and telling a joke are completely different. Things 

you say to make a roomful of people laugh at me and things that cheer me up are 
seldom the same. If you can’t notice that, you truly are an asshole.” 

“You brought me here to call me an asshole? What the fuck?” 
“I brought you here to tell you you’re a bad friend.” 
“Jesus. Thanks. Asshole. Why?” 
“Because it’s been so long since the last time you gave a shit about me 

you still think of me in the same terms you did when I was fifteen.” 
“I do not.” 
“What is the most important thing to me? What is the name of the book 

I’ve been working on for the past year and a half? Why did I stop working on it? 
What’s my favorite movie, even?” 

“How the fuck should I know?” 
“Because I’ve told you. So many times. Art, and writing, is important, 

and looking for someone who makes me happy. Any people who make me 
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happy. I’ve been working on a book of poetry, art, and collages that I called 
Flying Indoors. I stopped working on it because the collages I was working on to 
go behind the poems are not something I can copyright or publish. And my 
favorite movie is Naked Lunch. And you haven’t listened to a god damn word 
I’ve said.” 

“Just because I don’t know everything about you I’m a bad person? I 
have friends I don’t see for a year, and when I see them, we hang out, and have a 
good time, and move on. They don’t ask me what their favorite movie is.” 

“You also don’t refer to them as your best friend. You haven’t known 
them for so long. They haven’t done as much to help you over the years. They 
didn’t help you cheat on your college entrance exams, they didn’t do the research 
for your final English paper while you slept. I have friends like that, too. They’re 
acquaintances. They don’t need to know everything. But even they know who I 
am better than you do.” 

“So just like that, I’m a bad person?” 
“No. You’re a bad friend. And it isn’t just like that. It’s been developing. 

I don’t judge whether you’re a bad person or not. You steal and lie and cheat on 
your girlfriends. Whatever. I used to steal and lie, too, and most of your 
girlfriends know about you before you date. I don’t care how you treat other 
people. I care about how you treat me. And you treat me like shit. You are a bad 
friend. I’ve been trying to point this out to you for a long time. I put it in song 
lyrics for us to play. You read them and didn’t notice. I mentioned it when we 
hung out once or twice. You didn’t listen. Now I am telling you, point blank: you 
are a bad friend. And I am done.” He finally turned to look at me for the last part. 
But his body didn’t move. His hands still clenched the arms of his chair. But his 
eyes stared right into me. 

“So just like that, we aren’t friends anymore?” 
“No. You have a choice. I am done with putting up with what you’ve 

become. I am done being treated this way. Having no friends would be better 
than having friends who treat me like you do. So I am done. If you want to make 
things better, if you want to try harder and start over, then that is fine. If you 
don’t, then we are done.” 

“Just like that?”  
“Just like that. Fix it or fuck it. Its up to you.”   
“You know, this isn’t how I imagined this conversation going…” 
“Because you haven’t paid attention to a lot about me.”  
“So what now?” 
“I’m done talking. You can go. Think about it. Either you’ll call, or you 

won’t.”  
And he was done. He looked away from me again, and didn’t say 

anything. So I got up and left. I stopped by to talk to him a few weeks later, but 
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all his stuff was gone. He was just there to watch his mom’s dog while she was 
on vacation. He had moved out into his own place. He didn’t seem terribly 
interested in hearing from me, and said he had been napping before I arrived. So 
I left. It was done. And I didn’t see him for a long time.  

I did start seeing Chris a lot more, though. I was sleeping with one of his 
roommates, so we bumped into each other a lot. He was uncomfortable in that 
house, so he moved in with his girlfriend for a while. She was still in highschool, 
but her mom didn’t mind him living there. They lost the house, though, so I 
managed to talk him into getting a place with me, instead of living in their shitty 
trailer. His girlfriend was always there, and my girlfriend was always there, so 
we didn’t see each other too much. When we did, he seemed to be avoiding me, 
or angry at me. He blamed me for weird things, and told our friends about things 
I had done behind my back. And his loser friends were always sleeping on our 
couch.  

Just about a year after I had last spoken to him, I ran into Warren at an 
electronics store. He walked in with a box in his arms, and walked right past me.  

“Hey, Warren! How’s it going?” 
“Fine.” 
“What are you doing here, man?” 
“Returning something.” He was answering me in short sentences, 

without stopping, like I was an annoying worker. I tried to talk to him while he 
was waiting for the girl at the counter to get him his money back, but he didn’t 
seem interested. When he was done with the transaction, he turned to leave. 
Finally, I ran ahead of him a little to block the door.  

“Look, what are you doing now?” 
“Going home.” 
“Could I follow you there? I was hoping we could talk.” He looked at me 

for a bit, without saying anything.  
“Sure.” He didn’t sound convinced, but it was something.  
I followed him to his apartment. It was full of paintings and papers 

scattered about, some with music written on them, some poems, some notes for 
something or other. He had been working a lot. The apartment building was 
rundown, but on the inside, it looked really nice. It was decorated in all manner 
of interesting sculptures and statues and pictures. Warren was in the kitchen, 
making himself lunch, while I talked. I told him what I had been up, told him that 
I was living with Chris. Finally I told him I was sorry for the way things had 
happened, and that I hadn’t been a very good friend. I couldn’t get much out of 
him besides the fact that he had been working a lot, both at his job and on art at 
home, and that he was really concerned about a friend of his, some girl named 
Persia. But when I left he told me he would stop by for a visit.  
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After a few weeks, he finally did. He was sitting in the living room 
talking to Chris when I got home from work. He looked a little uncomfortable 
and distracted, but he was there, talking. It was a good step. Within the next 
month, that friend of his moved away. Apparently she’d been having some kind 
of trouble or another, and was getting depressed, so she decided to start over 
again somewhere else. He had been trying to help her out, but nothing worked. 
And then she just left, without giving him much warning. So he had a lot more 
free time. Whenever he wasn’t writing or working, he stopped by. I don’t know 
that he really wanted to see us, as much as he didn’t know what else to do with 
himself. It was nice having him around, though. We started hanging out more, 
and getting to know each other again. He and my girlfriend got along. They liked 
to talk religion, and had the same fascination with knives and weapons. When 
Chris and my band had a show, he showed up to help us carry equipment. The 
next show, he walked around with me and tried to sell tickets.  

The strangest call I got from him then, though, happened while he was at 
work. He wanted someone with a truck, and he figured I would keep quiet. When 
I showed up, he and three girls were carrying furniture from behind a dumpster to 
the back of my truck. They loaded the bed completely with furniture and boxes, 
and then started stacking things on the seat next to me. The entire thing was 
loaded in three minutes. He told me to take off, and he would be by after work to 
divide things up. I asked him how he got all this stuff. He smiled, and winked 
and said ‘with style, Trent. With style.’ It turns out he loaded almost ten thousand 
dollars worth of merchandise into my truck. I told my girlfriend, and she drove 
over to see what I was talking about. She was speechless at the sight of it. When 
Warren finally showed up after work, he was smiling. Taylor was still in shock, 
just staring at the heap that we moved to the living room from the truck, so it’d 
be less noticeable.  

“How…all of this? You just walked out with it?” She pointed at the pile. 
“Trust me. It’s complicated. And I’m good.”  He grinned a little, and 

poked through the furniture.  
“I didn’t know you still did this.” 
“Yeah, I try to stop every once in a while. But the girls have been asking 

me for a big job, there was some stuff they wanted. I try to keep them from 
taking much without me, because I don’t want them to get caught. And since one 
of my two most favorite people in the entire world just disappeared from my life, 
well…guess its time to fall off the wagon.” He pulled out some barstools and a 
coffee table, and a little padded bench of black metal, and set them all in a small 
pile near me.  

“What’s this?”  
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“Driver’s cut. I appreciate it. Vicky was supposed to get her boyfriend’s 
truck, but the damn thing broke down. Didn’t know who else to get, until I 
remembered you. Figured you might like a taste of the old days.” 

“The old days were a little smaller.” 
“We’ve all grown, I suppose. Anyway, I figured you could use those 

things. You were complaining about having no stools for the counter, and no 
decent coffee table. And you wanted a small bench thing to pay guitar on.” He 
opened some boxes and tossed some candles and knickknacks on the pile. “Now. 
Let’s get this stuff over to my place.”  

Taylor and Warren and I all moved the stuff back into my truck, and over 
to his place. There he separated it into a five piles. One for each of his girls, 
things they had specifically wanted, one for him, and one of things he took 
because he thought he might want them some day. One was a complete set of 
dishes and silverware for four that he gave to a friend as a gift. In fact, I think 
most of those things were gifts. They made expensive gifts, and he didn’t have to 
pay for them. But he only ever gave them to people who wouldn’t have minded 
the fact that they weren’t paid for. There were a few more things added to the 
piles, over the next week. He said there were a few things that were neglected in 
the rush. Then his girls came to get heir portions, and he was left with his, which 
was the smallest of the piles. He had done it for the theft of it. For the planning. 
And, he said, because he just lost one of the few things he really wanted. He 
thought he was close to getting something real. Now he wasn’t. So he was taking 
something else, instead.  

There were no more massive furniture loads after that. It wasn’t like him 
to try and milk the same cow twice, anyway. But he had something new. He had 
managed to get a hold of boxes of receipts from a few stores. At the first of the 
month, the stores would throw out all their records from a year ago. And on the 
bottom of many old receipts were the complete credit card number, expiration 
date, and the cardholder’s name. He sorted through the boxes to find cards that 
were still valid for a while yet. He had this scam all planned out, with other 
people setting up post office boxes under fake names. A friend of his had an 
older silver Honda that he could borrow, which looked like a hundred other silver 
Hondas you see driving around every day, and forged a fake temporary license 
for it. Warren even got clothes from the mall that made him and his friend look 
like every other kid you would see out on a Saturday afternoon. There were a few 
tests, to see if they’d work, with an internet purchase, and ordering something 
over the phone. The plan was to call up a store, pretending to be a middle-aged 
man, asking the clerk for help with a DVD player. When the purchase had been 
laid out, he’d say that he didn’t have time to get to the store before it closed, 
because of work, but if he gave his credit card information over the phone, could 
his nephew come in to pick it up? The boy would have ID to prove he was who 
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he said he was. Later, he dressed in the fake clothes, and went to the store, 
showed his fake student ID, which matched, and he could take the stuff. To keep 
from getting caught, they would all have to go at once. As many stores as he 
could visit in a day, as many online places as he could get to ship overnight. He 
could always sell the things he bought and didn’t need; furniture and electronics. 
And the things he did want he could keep. He said he could get away with at least 
$25,000 in merchandise and cash made. He had it planned to death. And then he 
put it away. I was always waiting for the day when I’d have to help him pick up 
furniture. But it didn’t come. I asked him about it, and he just brushed me off, 
saying the time wasn’t right.  

Meanwhile, he lost his job. The management was being restructured, to 
his position was now obsolete. He got another job, which left him more time to 
write. But it wasn’t paying as well as he thought it would, and he was going to 
lose his apartment anyway. I was sick of living with Chris, and finally kicked 
him out. He was one of the worst roommates I could imagine having. He was 
messy and arrogant and angry, and I never saw him. He refused to hang out with 
me, or even really talk to me. So I asked Warren to move in. It would be cheaper, 
and we had always planned on living together as kids. And I had a lot of time, 
since Taylor and I broke up, and it was nice to have someone around. He wasn’t 
making much money in the beginning, and he spent a lot of time writing. He 
looked for work a lot, and finally found a better job, and quit the old one. The 
day before he was supposed to start working, his new boss called and said the 
position wasn’t open anymore. They had another one there he could have, so he 
spoke to the guy who would be his boss for that one. They told him he could 
work there, and when to start, but they retracted that offer, too. Warren was 
without any work, and not a lot of money in his savings. He said he spent most of 
what he had looking for work. He was somewhat irritable. Swore for hours about 
the fax machine that had a habit of calling our house some evenings with strange 
frequency. Became determined to find out what they were doing, and make them 
stop. Shortly after that, he stopped leaving as much to look for work. He was on 
the computer a lot, and always carrying around these stacks of papers. It took me 
a long time and a lot of asking to find out what he was doing.  

It turns out that the fax machine call was sent by a bank. He had done 
some digging, and they were only one digit off on the area code for a fax 
machine of the main office of a bank. He hooked his computer to the phone line 
and had it read the fax. It was a summary of the international accounts. It said 
who had how much money, and their big transactions. These were companies 
doing big trade, and very rich men. They had been sending their twice-weekly 
report to us for all this time. And having all this bank information in his hands, 
Warren started thinking, started planning. Trying to figure out how to get Small 
Fortune A into his Pocket B without the Police C putting him in Prison X. How 
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to turn a random, weird bit of luck into a fortune. He studied the reports for a few 
weeks. And then he figured it out. Warren refused to tell me details. But I could 
see he had it. I eventually learned that he’d figured out how to pose as the new 
guy in the American branch office accounting department. He knew the bank 
account numbers, he knew the addresses and the names of the people who had 
access to them. He knew how much was a regular transaction for them to make, 
and he knew what kinds of things they put their money into. He went out in 
public to ask questions about setting up new bank accounts, and transferring 
large sums of money. He made a call or two to the bank that had been sending us 
the reports, and asked questions, pretending to be an accounting man trying to 
clear up the details of a transaction. He learned what to say. One day, he was 
sitting in the dark, surrounded by papers when I came home from work.  

“Why are you in the dark?” 
“It wasn’t dark before. Sun went away.” 
“Why didn’t you turn on a light?” 
“Didn’t notice.” 
“Deep in thought, huh?” 
“A week.” 
“What?” 
“A week. That’s all I need. A week. I can set up the foreign accounts, get 

the money transferred, break up the funds, transfer them, hide them, clean them. I 
can get the money and get gone in a week. Less, actually. Two or three days to 
set everything up, a day to make sure it’s clear, a day or two to start the transfers, 
and then I leave. I take off, and don’t exist anymore. I can have the money 
bounce and clean while I find a new place to live in another country. By the time 
I’m settled, I’ll be set.” 

“How set?” 
“Depends on how far I go. Between two and ten. Maybe more if I move 

fast, if I take a risk.”  
“Two and ten…?” 
“Million.” 
“…bullshit.” 
“…” 
“Right?” 
“You’re right. You caught me.”  
He gathered everything up, and put it away. But he didn’t sound like it 

was bullshit. I think it was pretty real. And for the next month, every day I came 
home, I expected him to be gone. Expected his car to be missing, his books to be 
packed up, and Warren nowhere in sight, or maybe FBI men in the living room, 
poking around at my computer. But he was always there. He started to look for 
work again. And I noticed we stopped getting the calls from the fax machine. I 
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asked him about it once, and he just stared ahead for a while, and then muttered 
‘wasn’t the right time.’  

He had a hard time finding new work, though. Months passed, and he 
was still broke. He had written a book, and then another. But no money. He 
started doing drug testing for allergy and asthma medications still working on 
getting their approval. He said he liked it, but some of the conditions he had to 
meet for eating habits and stuff was weird. He would just smile a little and say 
‘hey, if someone is going to have to poke and prod me for money, it might as 
well be a beautiful redhead who wants blood and tissue samples, instead of a 
scrawny junkie who wants drugs or a fat gay man who wants his knob polished.’ 
Whenever I came home he was laying on the floor or the couch. Once he was 
laying outside. He complained that we didn’t have any food, but he never had 
any money to spend on it. I was having to pay the rent by myself, and he didn’t 
seem very sorry about it. It pissed me off, that he didn’t even seem to care. Since 
he was always asleep and I was always at work, we didn’t have much of a chance 
to play music together, either. I had been excited, ever since he showed up, to 
start playing music again. The band I had been in before had been in the process 
of falling apart for a long time, and the final member just quit not long before. I 
would have liked to start something up with Warren, but it didn’t come together. 
We played sometimes, but never enough to make things click.   

The relationship I was in with Dana was getting more serious, though. 
We were talking a lot about moving in together, so I told Warren he had to go. 
He packed up and moved in a few days, and she brought all her stuff in. A few 
months later she was pregnant and we were married. Warren came to the 
wedding. And he helped relax me whenever I was stressed about the baby. When 
she was finally born, he agreed to be the godfather. Our friendship was rocky 
again after I had to ask him to leave, but we talked it through, and were doing 
good again. He even held my daughter, and he always hated kids. He got a decent 
job, and moved into a duplex with Chris. I warned him not to, but he figured he 
should help the guy out. Within a few weeks he was already saying he realized 
what I had been talking about when I complained about Chris. He was back to 
being an asshole of a roommate. Being gone all the time, taking things without 
asking, avoiding Warren like he had done something wrong. Warren was actually 
paying most of the bills and the rent, I think Chris only paid a third of all the 
costs, but he still acted as though Warren did something wrong. When Warren 
got laid off, Chris took out a loan and found somewhere else to live. Warren was 
broke again. He didn’t complain this time though, he just started to look more 
and more beat. Even after they took him back again, he just looked tired. 
Whenever I asked, he said he was fine. He didn’t even hint to it, until one night, 
when we went out to eat. After dinner, he wanted to walk down to the post office 
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where his mail was still being sent. So we walked. And somewhere along the 
way, he started talking.  

“I like it out here tonight. It’s a nice night. Makes me feel good.” 
“You don’t feel good most of the time?” 
“Not a lot lately.” 
“Why?” 
“Drained. Having a hard time focusing. Having a hard time with 

everything. Starting to fail to see the point in it.” 
“In what? Work?” 
“Everything.” 
“What about writing?” 
“I’ve written five books, man. Five books. Nobody cares. It’s the biggest 

thing I’ve ever done, and nobody gives a shit.”  
“I thought you wrote for yourself anyway.”  
“Writing is a form of communication. I write for myself, the details and 

stories,  but I always figured someone would see it. Someone would eventually 
appreciate it. I mean, when I finished the first one, that was great. I had no idea 
what I was doing before, I had no idea I could even write a book. So even though 
I was dirt poor, I was still excited. I celebrated finishing that one with jerky and 
an extra hostess pie. It would have been great if I had someone around to 
congratulate me, it would have been fucking amazing if I had a girl to look at me 
with pride in her eyes and take me to bed. But I had still written a book, so fuck 
it. Didn’t need it. The next book, I celebrated with a pizza. The next one I just 
told myself not to feel guilty for a few days of not looking for work. I did sweet 
fuck all for the next two. There was no celebration. I finished, and I was done. 
One day I had something to work on, the next I didn’t, but it was still just another 
day.” 

“So are you saying you want someone to read your books, or you want 
someone to celebrate with you?” 

“Both would be nice. It’d be amazing to have someone read what I write. 
So amazing. But, if I had just one person, one girl to come home to who knew 
what I wrote, who gave a shit, who thought I was good, then I think it’d be just as 
great.” 

“You’re mostly just lonely then?” 
“Not the kind of just lonely you have when you haven’t seen someone 

you care about for a few weeks. Its been five years since I was with someone. 
Five fucking years. I will never get that time back. Never. I will never be able to 
celebrate that first book again. I will never be able to turn 21 again. I will never 
be able to break in my first apartment again. That time is gone forever. And I 
can’t even remember half of what I miss. Hell, I’ve never had someone care 
about what I write.” 
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“And that’s important?” 
“It’s the only thing I’ve done that I can hold high and say ‘I did this.’ It’s 

a huge part of me. How could someone really care about me and not be into my 
writing? I’ve always said that’s how I’d know when I met someone special. 
Because she would read what I wrote, and it wouldn’t be enough. She would 
want to read every poem and journal and look though every folder to learn as 
much about me as possible.”  

“You’ll meet her.” 
“I haven’t met a girl who wants to so much as go on a first date with me, 

let alone find out who I really am.” 
“How hard have you looked?” 
“I have asked out more girls than I can remember over these past years. 

Everywhere I can find a girl who is at least a tiny bit interesting. Do you know 
how many times at work alone I’ve been turned down? I can’t stand it.” 

“You know, I tell you, meeting people is hard. Try wearing a fake 
wedding ring. So many girls have hit on me since I got married.” 

“Yeah. Because a girl who hits on me because she thinks I’m married is 
going to be worth keeping.” 

“You want the whole relationship then? Not just a good time?” 
“Trent…five years. You think I can even remember much about sex? I 

haven’t fucked anything but my own two hands in a long time. I have the vaguest 
memories of sex, a lot of the details of which get filled in by porn and 
imagination. Many of those memories aren’t even of good sex. I am not going to 
be able to walk into a room with a girl and make her happy for a one nighter. It is 
going to take some time getting to know a girl, and some practice, before I am 
any good at that again.” 

“I don’t know where you meet people. I wish I did. Aside from you and 
my wife, I can barely find people I enjoy being with of either sex. Trying to find 
someone to spend that much time with…its hard. You’ll find someone, though. 
You’re a good guy.” 

“You can’t be turned down as much as I have been without thinking that 
something is definitely wrong with you. I may be a good guy. But I am clearly no 
catch, and quite probably even a little repulsive.” 

“You’re not ugly.” 
“And yet I repel. And frankly, I would rather be short and ugly than have 

to try and think about what else is wrong with me that nobody wants to be near. 
At least short and ugly aren’t my fault.”  

“Seriously, I don’t think you’re doing anything wrong. You’re just 
looking for something more specific than most people. A lot of people don’t care 
so much who they date. They start dating people, and sometimes they find one 
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that’s good, a lot of times they don’t. You’re looking for something serious. It’s 
going to take time.” 

“Given it time. Running out of time. Only have so much energy left, you 
know. I’m no closer, not really. There were a few days that I thought I had a 
chance with this girl at work. She wasn’t even the sweetest girl, there were some 
days she was downright malicious. But there was hope for something. But not 
really. Just my imagination-just…nothing. It’s not easy trying to keep going for 
so long with nobody to support you or help you or give you strength beyond 
yourself.”  

“You’re strong. You’ve never given up before. I don’t think you will 
now.” 

“I tried to give up before. And I am nowhere near as strong as I used to 
be. Now I am just tired, and weak, and fat, and pathetic. And I need something. I 
need out.” 

“It’ll come. Don’t worry.” I didn’t know what else to say. He went on to 
talk about all the new recruits his office was getting in that he was going to have 
to be responsible for, and train, and how hard he was trying just to remember all 
their names. Elliott, Gene, Amanda, and so on. But I was still thinking about the 
conversation that had come before. He sounded defeated. Not like he was losing, 
but like he had lost. And even though most days he smiled and laughed and 
joked, there were always these moments. Like when you pause a movie on the 
right time, and you can see a cell of the picture in which the actor is completely 
out of character, looking off screen, or when you can plainly see the stunt-guys 
face, and you know he isn’t really the main guy. Warren had those moments, and 
you could see that he was tired, and wishing he had something to pick him up. 
Something so he didn’t have to keep dragging his ass along every day. And then 
it would pass, and he would smile again. It was easy to dismiss it before. He 
looked happy most of the time. Maybe he just was thinking about work for a 
minute, or, Hell, maybe he had gas. But it wasn’t a passing thing. I see that now. 
It was eating him whole, from the inside. He had given everything he had, until 
he had nothing left to give, until he couldn’t move another inch. And then he 
stopped.  

He was like family. He was my baby’s godfather. He helped us move 
into our new house, and he was always there when I called. He told great stories, 
and wrote books. He would have moved worlds just to make a girl happy, but 
they never gave him a chance. His books could have made a fortune for a 
publisher, but they never read them. His songs were good, but people never 
listened. He just went on by himself, until he had nothing else. And none of those 
fuckers have anything to say about it now. They read his books like he just wrote 
them, and tell stories about what a nice guy he was as though they just saw it. He 
was there all that time, and nobody gave a good god damn. How dare they say 
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they missed him when they didn’t care when he was around. How dare any of us 
say we were there for him all the time when nobody was around at the end. He 
reached out in every way he knew how. He shouldn’t have had to be alone. He 
shouldn’t have had to die alone. He shouldn’t have fucking died now. But he did. 
And all we have left of him are the pieces-the journals and stories and songs and 
memories, and a message on my phone that says I missed a call.  
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Shanna 
 
I never even thought of him as a real person. I mean, I know he was real, 

he wasn’t, like, imaginary or anything. But he was always one of those people 
that’s just…there. Like someone in a movie, more than someone I could actually 
hang out with. He was a character. I can’t even say that I’m surprised or not 
surprised, because I never even thought about it. It sounds bad, but when he was 
there, he was there, and when he wasn’t, it was like he didn’t exist. Until now. 
Because he died, and if he died, that means he had to have been alive. He had to 
have existed. And if he thought he should die, then…well, I guess he was real 
enough to be thinking and feeling. Its weird, to look back at all those times he 
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was around, all the times we talked, and compare it to now. He was there, and 
now he’s not. Weird. I guess it’s part of life, but…I haven’t had too many people 
I know die.  

We weren’t really close or anything. We didn’t even hang out. I never 
saw him outside of a public place. But he was around, you know? We knew some 
of the same people, we went to school together, we went to the same college, 
sometimes he would come into work. He asked me out once or twice even. But, 
that was…I don’t know. It was weird. So I didn’t think much about it. That 
wasn’t until after I had known him for a while, though.  

I didn’t know who he was until junior high. People were talking about 
this kid who sat at the lunch table and stared straight ahead like he was a zombie 
or something, and they thought it was fun to try and mess with him. Some of my 
friends would unbutton the tops of their shirts, and sit next to him, and flirt with 
him and act all sexy, trying to make him flinch. The guys would yell at him or 
smack the back of his head. But nothing they did phased him at all. He just, like, 
sat. So one day I sat down to talk to him. It was after everyone else had already 
given up on making him move, so there weren’t a lot of people coming around 
him. I just wanted to see if it was a show, if I could talk to him myself. So I 
started talking, and he ignored me. I sat and talked to him for fifteen minutes, just 
talking about whatever. I kept expecting him to look at me, or say something, but 
he didn’t. He was like one of those guys at the park who paint themselves gray 
and pretend to be a statue. I came back every once in a while to try again. But he 
didn’t ever move or react or respond to me in any way. Just sat, and stared. One 
day, though, I was really upset. I went on a date with this guy named Zack, who 
was on the football team. And afterwards, he was telling all my friends that I was 
a slut and I was, like, trying to go down on him and stuff. It sounds weak now, 
but when you’re that age, and everyone starts talking about rumors, they can be 
pretty mean. Even my friends were making fun of me and calling me a slut. I was 
trying to avoid them, so I went in and sat next to Warren. And I started talking 
like I did before, only after a while I broke down, and started telling him 
everything that was going on. Like letting everything spill out to your cat or 
something, just going on and on even though he didn’t care and wasn’t going to 
say anything anyway. And he didn’t, until I started crying.  

“Fuck ‘em.” 
“What?” I looked up, and he didn’t look like he had moved. But there 

wasn’t anyone around, and when I wiped my eyes, I saw that he was looking at 
me, and his eyes didn’t look as angry or blank as they usually did. His face 
hadn’t even turned. It was like a picture where the eyes seem to follow you, and I 
didn’t know if it was even him talking. I didn’t even know what his voice 
sounded like.  
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“Friends. They’re wrong. Fuck em. Lousy friends to say it.” His voice 
was a little deeper than I would have guessed. It was thick, though, and a little 
unsteady, and flat. Like when you try to answer the phone after you’ve been 
asleep. He didn’t sound like he had used his voice in days.  

“But everyone thinks I did it. They’re talking about how I’m this huge 
whore, trying to get on every guy I date once.” 

“Did you?” His jaw didn’t even move when he spoke. Only his lips, and 
only a little. 

“No, of course not! I don’t even really know him, and he was a jerk. He 
kept trying to grab my boobs.”  

“You do anyone else?” 
“No! I’m not that kind of girl. I’m a virgin!” 
“Then wrong. Lying. Bad friends.” For some reason, I felt better. He 

spoke less than two dozen words to me, but I felt a little better. Like…it seemed 
to obvious to him that it wasn’t a big deal. Like, duh, just more gossip Zack 
started. Probably because he was mad that I wouldn’t let him grope me.  

“Do you always listen to what I say when I talk to you?” He didn’t say 
anything, I don’t think he even moved his head. He blinked, but it was like a nod, 
with only his eyes. It was like the silent way of saying yes. So I thanked him, and 
put my hand on his arm. And he looked at my hand, and then looked up at me. I 
thought me might say something else, but he didn’t. Just turned his eyes back to 
the table in front of him, like it had never happened.  

I talked to him a lot more after that. He seldom said anything to me. 
Most of the time he just did his statue thing. It was still kindof creepy and all, but 
at the same time, it was nice knowing he was listening to me. He heard what I 
said and paid attention, and even cared. He must have cared at least a little, right? 
I mean, he did talk to me the once to try and cheer me up. And every one in a 
while, in a long while, he would say something else to me. He did look at me 
when I spoke to him more frequently. That was enough to let me know he was 
listening still. So he was like a priest, for one of those confessionals. Only 
without the booth. I could tell him anything. I don’t know how many other 
people thought of him that way. That was part of the whole point-anything 
anybody said to him stayed with him. He didn’t spread rumors. He rarely stood 
up. There was one occasion, though, that started people talking about what was 
going on in his head when he sat there. Jake, one of the tougher kids, the ones 
who tried to be stronger than everyone else, started messing with him one day at 
the table. I wasn’t nearby, so I don’t know what he said. Everybody told me he 
hadn’t done much, though. But it was enough to piss Warren off. He got up, so 
much faster than anyone would have thought. Jake didn’t even have time to react, 
he fell backwards when Warren lurched at him, and would have hit the ground of 
not for the wall behind him. His legs were too are in front of him for him to stand 
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again, and Warren kept him against the wall. He told Jake to back the fuck off, or 
he’d put his head through the glass cases. He didn’t want him hanging around his 
table anymore. And then he looked up, snarled a little at the kids standing around 
Jake, and then sat back down, as quickly as he had gotten up, and stared ahead, as 
though none of it had happened. Jake slid to the ground, got up, and walked away 
quickly. And he stayed away from Warren for a long time, in fact, I don’t think 
they ever really clashed again after that. It sort of set the beginnings of the 
rumors that would come later, but he didn’t lash out like that again for the rest of 
the year. He just kept on sitting, and listening to whatever I had to say, my 
personal confessor.  

He stayed that way even after we moved on to high-school. He started to 
move more, started to talk more as a general rule. He hung out with some pretty 
gross guys and got a bad reputation. He was harder to find, since he didn’t stay in 
the same place all the time. But if I found him, I could sit down, and tell him 
everything. Weird dreams I had and didn’t know the meaning of. Secrets I 
wanted to tell. Feelings, frustrations, happy things. He answered with more 
frequency, but still not a lot. Mostly he just sat and listened, and every once in a 
while, smiled.  

When we were in sophomore year, and I had an actual problem I didn’t 
even know who else to tell. One of my brother’s friends was hanging around our 
house. I was out in the barn, seeing to the horses. Kevin came wandering out, 
looking for Rick, my brother. I told him to look in the house, but he didn’t leave. 
He just stared at me, grinning. And then he walked up behind me, and started 
grabbing my ass. When I turned and told him to stop, he just grinned wider. He 
started touching my shoulders and my chest. I tried to back away from him, but I 
was already leaning into the stable wall. And he started grabbing harder, it started 
to hurt. He was tugging at my clothing and leering, telling me how much he 
wanted me. I was too afraid even to scream. But then I heard my brother come 
outside, yelling for Kevin. He saw his car through the window. He stepped away 
from me, and I ran out the back. Nothing had happened, but I was still scared. I 
didn’t know what would have happened, if Rich hadn’t come out. I couldn’t say 
anything to him because Kevin was his friend. I couldn’t say anything to my 
friends. So I told Warren. He sat and listened, looking more concerned than I had 
ever seen him. He asked if I was alright, and then he asked again, trying to see if 
I was just pretending. And then he looked at me, like he could see something 
else, like he could read my mind. Then he looked down for a moment. He looked 
up, and his face had changed completely. He looked almost trapped, like he 
wanted to say something, but couldn’t. His mouth moved a few times before he 
actually spoke. 

“You didn’t deserve that. Shouldn’t have to put up with it. I’m sorry…” 
and he looked away, out the window. He looked back again, and he looked 
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different again…more still. A little more blank. He stood up, and he put his hand 
by my shoulder. Like he was going to rest his hand there. And then he just 
stopped, his hand floating there. And then he left.  

Everybody saw little pieces of what happened as soon as he left. He 
walked through the hallways of the school like a wild animal. They say he 
stalked with his shoulders wide and his head low, biting and grinding his teeth. 
He found where Kevin was standing around with his friends, talking and making 
fun of people who passed by. When Kevin saw Warren, he started to say 
something, and stuck out an arm to instigate him into something. Warren grabbed 
the arm, and slammed his other palm of his hand, fingers curled in, into his chest. 
Kevin’s back hit the wall hard enough to make the bulletin case shake. Warren 
caught Kevin’s leg with his boot and pulled it out from under him, and slammed 
his hand into Kevin’s neck. He stood there, Kevin pinned against the wall by his 
neck, glaring at him, teeth grinding. He started whispering something, but 
nobody knew what. Kevin said later he was just ranting, saying he was going to 
tear his throat out with his bare teeth. But he didn’t have time to do much of 
anything. Rick heard what was going on, and came rushing up.  

“What the fuck’s going on?”  
“This fat fuck needs to bleed.” 
“If you touch that fat fuck, I’m gonna kick the shit out of ya.” 
“I’d think you’d be over here helping me. He’s got one coming.” 
“What did he to do you that I should want to hurt him.” 
“Not what he did to me.” Warren didn’t say anything, and I don’t think 

he would have, but I just showed up then with the crowd, watching, and Rich saw 
me. 

“…I got it.” He grabbed Kevin by the collar and literally dragged him 
into the parking lot. Nobody followed. My brother had a reputation almost as bad 
as Warren’s. He was a senior for the third year in a row, but could squat a quarter 
ton. Nobody fallowed them to the parking lot, but Kevin came back with a lot of 
bruises and a black eye. He didn’t get close to me after that, either. Or even really 
look at me much. It was also kind of weird, because Rich and Warren had never 
gotten along, but they didn’t fight anymore, or threaten and insult each other. Just 
nodded when they passed in the hallways.  

The rumors grew about him, but I never actually saw him get in many 
more fights. He always seemed like he was getting calmer, to me. He smiled 
more, spent less time with some of his friends, he even dated some cheerleader 
chick for a while. But then he disappeared, and I didn’t see him for a long time. 
Some people said he had been killed in a fight. Some other people said he had 
gone crazy and been locked up in an asylum somewhere, or got arrested for 
something. A few said he just got sick of everything and wandered off.  
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Two years later, he wandered into the store I was working at. I was 
gathering together carts and baskets, and he came into the store. I almost didn’t 
recognize him. He was clean shaven aside from a goatee, with short hair all 
gelled into spikes. He walked taller, less like an animal than he used to. His 
shoulders were squared, his chin up, and he smiled. I said hello, and he smiled 
and greeted me back. When he recognized who I was, he turned around and came 
back to chat a while. We talked about the things we were doing, since we had last 
seen each other. After a while he smiled and said he’d see me later, and went 
back to whatever shopping he had to do. When he was done, he said goodbye on 
his way out. But before he got to the door, he stopped again for a moment, turned 
around again, and walked back to me.  

“You know…I had the biggest thing for you in school. Always did. It 
was really good talking to you again. And I really got to run now—a little behind 
as it is. Hope I’ll be able to see you again, though, if I come ‘round. Be nice.” 

“Yeah…it would.” He smiled, and turned again, and left.  
He did come back though. There were quite a few times he came 

wandering into the store after that. Sometimes I think he came just to talk to me. 
He would walk out with nothing but a bag of licorice after talking to me for 
nearly a half hour. Once or twice he would come in with a friend from school, 
Chris, and they would be laughing and joking. It was hard to believe it was the 
same person who used to stalk through school scaring people just by looking at 
them. All the rumors of things he had done, but there he was, laughing as brightly 
as anyone. And he always smiled whenever he saw me. Looked at me, when we 
spoke, in a way that was…weird. A little bit like that day he could read my mind. 
Only he wasn’t looking for something I was hiding. He just smiled at what he 
saw.  

This one time, he came in with his bag over his shoulder, the courier bag 
he carried a lot of the time. Said it carried things he was working on. I asked to 
see some of it. So he opened it, and he let me read one of his poems. It was better 
than I thought. I always pictured him to be writing, like, dark, gothic, lame 
poems, what you see in coffee houses or whatever. But it was really good, about 
trying again and looking forward to the future. Then he let me flip through his 
sketchbook. It was full of ink drawings. Some sketches to go with stories he was 
working on, some just pictures for the fun of it. And then there was a pencil 
drawing of me, towards the end.  

“I couldn’t get the hair right…but I think I got the rest pretty good. The 
eyes were the most important. I wanted them to sparkle, like yours do.” He was 
smiling at me, a different kind of smile. Like half of him was smiling, and the 
rest was…I don’t know…like, nervous, I think. I didn’t know what to say, 
exactly. Nobody had ever drawn a portrait of me before.  

“I think the hair looks good. Can I keep it?”  
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“Of course. It is you, after all.” He tore the page from the book.  
“You have to sign it.” He stepped aside to sign it, while I helped a 

customer, who had a lot of questions. A line started to build up behind her. He 
handed it back to me when she was gone.  

“I’m getting in the way of your work. Don’t want to get you fired. But 
my number is on the back, if you want to call me when you get off or 
something.” He smiled again, and left. On the back he had written ‘I’m not really 
good at these things, but I really hope you call. I’d like to see you.’  

After work I was too tired. Someone had called in and I had to work part 
of an extra shift. The night after that wasn’t much better. I remembered to call 
him by weekend, right before I left to the movies with some friends, to see if he 
wanted to go along. I wasn’t entirely sure if it was smart to go on a date by 
myself with a guy I didn’t know that well, personally. Especially considering the 
rumors. He seemed like a really sweet guy when he stopped in, but there was still 
some doubt. He didn’t answer, though, so I left him a message. When the movie 
was over, I saw that he had left me a voice mail a few minutes after I left mine, 
saying he was sorry he missed my call, but he had been outside working and 
washing his car. A week or so after that, I met someone when I was out going to 
clubs. We still talked when he came in, never said anything about it. When the 
other guy and I broke up, some months later, Warren asked me out again. So I 
asked him for his number. But it didn’t work that time, either. A friend of mine 
had just broken up with his girlfriend, and so I spent a lot of time consoling him, 
so I couldn’t find the time to see Warren. Eventually he and I got together. And 
by the time we broke up, I didn’t see Warren much at all. I only saw him once 
more afterwards. He was looking a little down, not smiling quite so much, until I 
said hello. We talked a little. He didn’t ask if I was still seeing someone, and I 
felt a little embarrassed, or something, to bring it up, after the way things just sort 
of fell apart the last few times he had shown interest in me. And then he said he 
had to go, and I had customers.  

I got a better job not long after that, and I couldn’t find his number. I 
don’t know where I packed the picture he drew, and didn’t even know if he 
would have still had the same cell phone. I didn’t even hear anything about him 
until now. I ran into Chris, and when I asked about Warren, he told me what had 
happened. So I started asking around. The people I spoke to…most of them 
didn’t have a lot to say about the old rumors. Turns out most of them really were 
rumors. The ones that weren’t happened so long ago…and nobody he had met 
since then could even really believe the things that were true. I had been curious, 
you know? Thought about him from time to time, when someone would bring up 
school, or I was flipping through a year book. I always thought there would be a 
later though. He always just showed up. He was just there. Either surrounded by 
rumors and whispers, when we were kids, or by a strange sort of energy, later on. 
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It was surreal, so it slipped from the front of my mind, like it wasn’t something I 
could understand. And now I wonder a little about what it would have been like, 
if we had dated. Most guys hit on me with lines, and glances at my breasts or my 
ass whenever they thought I wouldn’t notice. Even when they were nice it was 
the kind of nice that’s eventually followed by a pat on the ass or the kind of laugh 
that makes it feel like a joke. Warren simply told me he liked me, and gave me a 
picture that he drew. I was worried at the time because he was so different than 
anyone I knew. Real people aren’t like that. And now I think…maybe that 
difference would have been something good. It might have been what keeps a 
guy from turning into an asshole after you sleep with them a few times or date 
them for a few months. And it’s a little sad that I only really started to think 
seriously about going out with him now, after he’s already gone. It took that to 
make him real. And now, even though I never knew him all that well, I kinda 
miss him. He was different, but he was interesting, and he always treated me 
well. I wish I had a chance to try again.  
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Justin 
 
I don’t know what you want from me. It’s not like we were close or 

anything. Its not even like we liked each other. We did once, I guess, when we 
were kids. I think we probably got along better than he did with any of our other 
cousins. Our parents were closer then, so we saw each other more. We grew up 
pretty different though. Whenever we went over to their house, he always had 
some new kind of toy. We would play computer games or watch tv. He had so 
many toys. Warren had a hard time sharing, when we were little though. He 
always wanted to play with the newest one, or the coolest one, and tried to pass 
the rest on to me and my little brother. I yelled at him for it, and he would yell 
back that of course he wanted to play with it, it was new. It was something he 
grew out of though. And whenever his family came up to our house, we were 
always outside, or in the workshop in the basement. He thought the powertools 
were so cool. We would make swords or nunchakus out of scrap wood and chain, 
or bend metal into grappling hooks, and then run around the forests on our 
property attacking bushes or trying to climb some of the trees or higher rock 
cliffs, or fighting each other. He loved the tree house, and the forests. Once, I 
remember we were climbing trees, and he climbed too high into this pine. He was 
terrified to get down, I had to go get my dad to bring a ladder. Only the ladder 
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wasn’t tall enough, so he had to climb down far enough to get to the ladder 
anyway. He didn’t really stay at our house too often, though. He and his sister 
were really picky eaters. They didn’t even like the cereal we had for breakfast.  

He certainly didn’t get along with any of the rest of the family. With as 
many cousins as we had, you’d think a few of them would suit his fancy. But the 
family get-togethers were always chaotic. As soon as our folks got to talking, and 
we were all sent on our ways, things would get messy. We would run off and do 
our thing. Everyone would play and wrestle like we always did. But Warren 
didn’t fit in. Our parents were raised on the farm. Most of us were on farms for 
all our lives. Warren had never been on the farm, unless he was visiting us. All 
he knew were stories. He was fat, and lazy, and spoiled, so his idea of fun was tv 
and video games. The rest of us had to make our own fun, and our toys were 
never good enough for him. They were too dirty or broken for his standards. 
We’d be all together, and then he would say something or do something to piss 
someone off, and then there would be a fight. I think there was a fight nearly 
every time we got together. Warren was smaller than most of the rest of us 
though. He spent a lot of years getting beat up at the gatherings.  

When his dad started to work for my dad’s mechanic shop, we saw them 
more. There was a trailer house on the property that the mother of my dad’s 
partner used to live in. She didn’t need it anymore since she bought a place in 
Arizona. So Warren and his family  moved in. In the summer I spent a lot of time 
there with them. Warren and I would play around the shop, and in the back, 
where all the old car parts and rusted out frames and old tractor tires were. And 
we would spend all day out there, playing among the dirt and wreckage. A lot of 
people today would freak out if their kids were playing in that environment, but it 
was natural to us. That, and the field behind their house, with a few piles of 
rocks, where gravel had been stockpiled when they were building the driveway. 
Through the half mile of field there was a lake, that hadn’t been fed by fresh 
water in years. It was covered with algae and fungus, and it stank. And those are 
where we spent out time. He would eventually let us take some of his older toys 
out there to play with. But he was still a bit of a geek. He was fascinated by a 
rabbit that died out beside the body of an old Chrysler. He watched it every day, 
keeping track of how decayed it got, where its bones were.  

It was interesting to see him get a little tougher at the gatherings though. 
He started to fight back more. He got to be fast. At Uncle Moe’s, there was this 
huge mess of mud in front of the barn. Puddles would collect there three or four 
feet deep. Some of our cousins tricked Warren into jumping into it once, when he 
was about eight or ten. He was so angry, he ran up into the loft. When someone 
finally found him, he pushed them out the door of the hay loft, and they landed in 
the mud and puddles below. I think he managed to push five of them out the loft 
door that day. Nobody was seriously hurt, but they were all embarrassed, and all 
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a little banged up. That was probably the first day he actually fought back. From 
then on, he did it a little more. He would swing if he thought he could had a 
chance, and if he didn’t, he would hide, and wait until he did. We had one cousin, 
Luke, who I think had the most fun picking on Warren. Warren’s dad and Luke’s 
mom were pretty close, they went for walks once a week, so the kids would be at 
Luke’s house usually for the time they were gone. Luke was older than Warren 
by five or six years, so he was in charge. Like most of the rest of us, Luke went 
hunting on a regular basis. But Warren knew nothing about guns. So when Luke 
came out with a rifle loaded with blanks, and started shooting at Warren, he 
didn’t know what was going on. He thought he was just lucky not to have been 
hit. Luke, and some of our second-cousins who were around, thought it was 
hilarious. Warren didn’t. But he didn’t say anything. He just waited. They all 
wandered through the brush in the back to the steep rocky cliff that led down to a 
little stream. Everyone was joking about throwing Warren over. While they were 
doing that, Warren was testing rocks. He found one he liked, and picked it up, 
and bashed Luke in the head, knocking him down the cliff. It was a miracle he 
didn’t break anything. But Warren stood at the top and laughed about what a 
funny joke it was, pretending to try and kill someone. He was ten then. A little 
later Luke decided to try and trap him in a cage he and the second cousins made 
from chairs. Warren found a book and stayed in there, reading, until they lost 
interest. Then he got loose, and when Luke returned, he smashed one of the 
chairs into his face, and tossed him down the stairs. Not long after that, Luke 
found a handgun and more blanks. This time, Warren wasn’t as easily fooled. 
After he realized he wasn’t bleeding when the first two shots went off, he picked 
up a tree branch and started swinging at Luke. Luke caught the branch, and tried 
to wrestle Warren into control. When their dad’s came home, Luke and Warren 
were out on the driveway in front of the house. Luke was on his knees against the 
house, with his arms around Warren, in front of him. Warren’s back was to Luke. 
One arm war around his waist, and squeezing hard. The other was over his face. 
Both of Warren’s hands were clenched to the arm in front of his face. At first 
they thought he was trying to pull it away because he couldn’t breath. When they 
got closer, the saw he was keeping it from moving, because he was biting down 
on Luke’s arm as hard as he could. There was blood running all down his arm, 
and down the front of Warren’s face. He nearly cut the chunk of flesh loose. 
They had to pull him off and open his mouth. He was still ten, maybe eleven.   

There was a period that I didn’t Warren and his family for a while. They 
all moved out of the trailer into a place in a different town, and we moved upstate 
a ways. Warren was fourteen the next time I saw him. His hair was longer, and 
he looked meaner. His room was covered with pictures and posters and pages 
from comics and magazines. Every square inch of them. He swore a lot more, 
and he smiled a lot less. He didn’t care what you touched of his stuff, but he let 
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you know that if anything was broken or destroyed, it would be replaced, or he 
would hurt you severely. He didn’t say it in a way to make me think it was a 
joke, and there were a few big knives laying around. When we had a family 
gathering that year, the first one he attended in a while, the tables seemed to turn 
a little. It started off the same, with people giving him trouble and making fun of 
him. And Warren just sat there, reading and ignoring them. When they took the 
book, he told them to give it back. He stood up to get it, and one of our cousins 
jumped on his back. He held onto the arms that were around his neck, and tossed 
himself backwards. He landed on his attacker full force, on a hardwood floor. 
The one charging him when he stood up got kneed in the stomach, and then 
tossed face-first into a wall. The next one got punched in the nose. He met every 
one of them face on, and when they had all been fought off at least once, he 
turned in a full circle, looking at all of them, and said ‘that’s enough, you crazy 
inbred sheep-fuckers. Keep to yourselves. I want nothing to do with you.’  

Later in the basement, a few jumped at him again. He threw a hammer at 
one. Then he picked up a nail gun, pulled back the safety trigger at the front, and 
started shooting nails all over. He shouted for anyone to back off if they didn’t 
want to lose an eye. Someone didn’t listen, and he shot several nails toward him. 
They came fast enough to cut his legs up. So everybody left him alone. To the 
best of my knowledge, that was the last large gathering he appeared at. I saw him 
once or twice after that, but we didn’t have anything to say to each other. Most 
news I got of him I got through our parents. They would pass around photos 
when they got together, and tell stories about what we were doing. I was going to 
college in Oklahoma, and Warren was writing novels. He was younger than I 
was, but he could still grow a full beard in several weeks. I couldn’t even if I 
didn’t shave at all. But as all our cousins got married and had kids, he remained 
single. He didn’t go to church, he didn’t go to school, he didn’t have a family of 
his own. He was the black sheep. It was almost as if he was from another family. 
Which is why I’m not terribly surprised now. We barely knew each other. So it 
would be pointless to tell you I was heartbroken, or even sad. It was just a little 
piece of news to me, along with which cousins were having kids, or who had 
been divorced, and it meant just as little.  
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Persia 
 
He was special. I know we didn’t see each other for a while 

before…before…But he was a good friend. Warren meant a lot to me. We met 
when I got a new job at the furniture importer. Up until then I had been working 
at a clothing store in the same shopping district, and needed a second job. The 
first time I saw him, he scared me half to death. All my training took place in the 
evening, so I hadn’t worked in the day yet. On the first day I went back there, the 
place was full of all this loud talking and shouting and laughing. There were 
rumors going around that the way he did things were a little bit odd, and unruly. 
Before I’d even been introduced to anyone back there, I walked into the back 
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room to get a ladder to take some furniture down from the high shelving on the 
sales floor. It was standing up next to the shelving in the back, which went up 
nearly twenty feet, and since I didn’t see anyone around, I folded it up and took 
in on the floor. When I came back in, there were several large cushions laying on 
the floor, the type used in those Papasan chairs. I hadn’t even gotten the ladder in 
the door when a body fell out of nowhere and landed on the stack of pads. While 
I was freaking out about a body falling out of nowhere, this boy sat up, looked 
over at me with a grin and a laugh, and said ‘Ah-hah! So there’s where my ladder 
went!’ He stood up and brushed himself off and extended his hand. 

“Name’s Warren. Sorry if I spooked you there. Thought I’d be stranded 
up there for a while.” I took his hand and shook it. He wasn’t tall, but he stood 
straight, and had a sort of confidence about him.  

“I’m Persia.” When I introduced myself, the right side of his mouth 
pulled up in a wide smile.  

“Persia. I like that. Welcome, Persia. If you ever need anything back 
here, just let me know.” And then he picked up the pillows, and carried them out 
to the sales floor to display.  

Warren was always moving when I saw him. Someone would ask him to 
get something off the high shelving, and he would run and climb the shelf like 
Tarzan, and climb back down with whatever furniture was requested. Due to the 
volume of furniture that was either ordered or sent to us by the company, he had 
to stack it from floor to ceiling, and any purchases or the arrival of a customer 
meant moving the pile or scrambling to the top to pull down a dresser that was as 
big as he was. Where some people would complain, to Warren that was just his 
job. He was in charge of everything past the swinging doors that led to the sales 
floor. In the stockroom he had several people who worked with him on a regular 
basis. Vicky, his hippy, with her long hair and carefree attitude. Stacy, a slacker 
with more energy than sense sometimes. Natasha, young and full of attitude. And 
Ember; angry and bitter and full of humor. Those were his girls, when I got there. 
All the employees were supposed to have been rotated through, to each spend the 
same amount of time in the back. Of course, it never quite worked out that way. 
Some of the other girls were afraid of the backroom because of all the physical 
labor involved, and some were intimidated because they thought they’d have to 
do the job the way Warren did it, with all the climbing and stacking. Others 
wished they could rotate back there more often, but didn’t have schedules that 
made way for a morning shift.  So, eventually, they were just unofficially named 
his team. Vicky and Stacy worked back there every day, Natasha whenever she 
was available, and Ember when they needed an extra hand. She hurt her back 
unloading a truck, once, and didn’t really have to work back there if she didn’t 
want to. There was kind of a tension between her and Warren, too, that I didn’t 
understand for the longest time.  
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It turns out that once there was just two people in the back, Warren and 
some other guy. When that other guy quit, they needed someone to fill in, so they 
put Ember back there, because she was pretty tough and willing to work the 
hours. In the end, it turned out that they also put her back there to watch him. He 
was doing things his own way, and they wanted a sort of status report on what 
rules he was breaking and when. Some of the higher management felt it was 
important to monitor him, before they made any disciplinary actions. See, he did 
the job back there really well. Warren handled the stock room that dealt with the 
highest volume in stock, but had among the smallest in space to keep it all, and it 
ran more smoothly and cleanly than the largest store with the smallest business. 
Nobody wanted to take that away if they didn’t have to. At the same time, there 
were rumors about how many rules he was breaking. So his new worker was 
basically a spy, of sorts. Only he never really trusted her. Not her, specifically, 
just new people. So whenever she was around, he did things by the book. It was a 
lot of work, more than Ember expected, and she ended up hurting herself a lot. 
Management was constantly dealing with her complaints; the knives never 
worked as well as they should, the loading was never as easy as it could have 
been, and nothing was ever easy to find. After a while, Warren started bringing in 
some of his own methods, showing her some corners that could be cut, some 
rules that could be bent. A few that were shattered completely. However, instead 
of turning him in right away like she was supposed to, she waited, and watched. 
Suddenly, the work was easier. The job was more fun. And all his ways, that she 
had been warned were dangerous and wrong, seemed so much better. They were 
techniques picked up from experience, and only dangerous to someone who 
didn’t know that they were doing, or didn’t pay attention. Once again, he was 
doing things his way, and she didn’t say anything. In fact, started to think like 
him a little. She saw a sort of skill and style to how he did things. Warren would 
take these huge wood dressers that weighed more than him, were bigger than 
him, and he could stack them end on end all by himself. He was strong, and had 
his way down solid. Watching this, Ember thought ‘hell, if he can lift a dresser, I 
can lift this box.’ Only she didn’t have the technique, and she hurt her back. Of 
course, it was already hurt from snowboarding, so it just got worse. A lot of work 
was missed for doctors and injury, so she didn’t work in the back anymore. 
That’s when they brought in the others. But even though she didn’t really rat him 
out, he still never trusted her completely. Ember was always a spy in his eyes, 
always the one who would be willing to turn him in if it made her look good.  

Anyway, that was all months before I came. I started working in the back 
when Nat went back to school. They needed someone in days to fill in 
sometimes, and I volunteered. It was a nice break from dealing with customers. 
Working in the back was completely different than any job I’ve ever had. There 
was a stereo that Warren had bought for there. Music always played, and the only 
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time he would even consider turning it down is if one of the corporate heads 
showed up for a visit—and even then he only turned it down a little, never off, 
and he didn’t censor what he put in the player. Otherwise, there was music all the 
time. We were all encouraged to bring music in, and we did sometimes, but we 
didn’t really need to. He knew the tastes of most of us, and he always brought in 
stuff that he knew we’d all like. Some days he’d bring in new things, too, just to 
show us; he liked introducing people to new things when it came to music. I 
think he loved them so much he wanted someone else to love them, too. I don’t 
know. But I do know he was the friendliest boss I’ve ever had. Like, once a 
week, he bought doughnuts. The store didn’t pay for them, and nobody told him 
to, he just did. Every other week or so, he would buy us all lunch. Just because. 
He never gave us hard work and then sat in the office. Instead, he always took the 
hardest jobs, and if we were having trouble with something, he would help us in 
a second. In the back, the hardest job was to unwrap all the new furniture. It 
came so bundled in twine and plastic and foam and cardboard, it was all 
practically mummified. Unpacking the boxes could be done indoors, so there was 
some control over the weather, and you could sit. If there was office work to be 
done, like when a special order or shipment was in, he would choose one of us to 
go to the office and make the calls. Desk work was a break from the labor. 
Warren almost never did it himself. He said he had plenty of time to sit when he 
had to do inventory adjustments. Sometimes he would let us take long lunches, or 
take extra breaks if we looked tired. He was just a good boss. 

Actually, it turns out he wasn’t really supposed to be our boss. He had 
been in charge once, officially, with keys to the store and duties. Back sometime 
when that other worker guy was about to leave, they demoted him. The company 
demoted all the assistant management who weren’t salaried, even the higher ones 
like him, so he had to turn in his keys and his name badges that said he was 
management. But he still had to do the same job. The funny thing was, even 
though he had been demoted, he seemed to have as much power as before. 
Because everyone knew he was the only one who knew what was going on in the 
back. On top of which, he had a way to listen in on conference calls, so he knew 
what management was planning. He supported everyone, and was so good at his 
job, nobody ever even implied that he wasn’t in charge. When Vicky and Stacy 
started working with him, he was treated like a supervisor just because he had 
always been, and was so good at it. Later, when they brought in new 
management to replace the people they demoted or fired, the ones who were all 
specially trained, they expected to be in charge. Only everyone in the store 
already respected Warren, and listened to him. It was clear that he knew what 
was going on. Even if the new managers gave someone a direct order, they would 
check with Warren first, to see what they should really do. As a result, he was 
constantly at odds with them, as they tried to get him to just be a regular worker. 
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They didn’t get that he was better at leading and planning than they could be with 
years of training, or that he understood us, and understood what needed to be 
done. So he was in charge, and nobody besides the new Assistant Managers ever 
questioned it. Not even Todd, the manager.  

Back to what I was saying, I always volunteered for the hard work. It 
was fun. Warren and I would work outside for hours, just talking and 
unwrapping. Somehow we managed to talk the entire time we were working, 
without really getting bored. That was something new about the back. We all did 
it there, never stopped talking or ran out of things to say. Someone always had 
new stories or ideas or jokes. The two of us got along well. Warren paid so much 
attention to everything that I said. I swear, he probably remembered for all those 
years the stupid nickname my friends gave me in high school and why. He cared 
about us, he really did. More than just coworkers, we were like a family. He 
would wrestle with Stacy, actually rolling around on the ground, and he 
discussed everything with Vicky, from breaking laws to personal lows to sexual 
misadventures. Nat would ask for his opinions about how she looked in a new 
bra, or if her thong showed when she bent over. If he thought I looked tired from 
a long day of jogging, he would set up a little bed hidden behind a pile of boxes 
for me to take a nap on. None of us ever had to worry about a dress code, about 
not getting a long enough break, about not being able to enjoy a sunny day. 
Under his workbench, he had an entire box fill of balls and Frisbees and toys to 
play with outside on the break. Some days we raced on the furniture dollies, or 
played golf. When it was cold, he would send one of us, in his car, with his credit 
card, to the grocery store to buy cocoa, or to Starbucks, and if it was hot, he sent 
us for ice cream. That was something he always laughed about, because the 
morning worker at Safeway never questioned us using his card.  

“He just thinks I happen to be married to four beautiful women at the 
same time, is all. I’m nothing but a lucky Mormon who likes sending his women-
folk for snacks.”  

One day, I was feeling a little down. I don’t even remember why, now, it 
was just one of those days. And so he started asking about happy thoughts, what 
kinds of things did we do to feel happy. In my answers, I mentioned candy. S 
short while later he said he had to go do something, and then just disappeared. He 
came back with a bag from the Fuzzywigs, a little out of breath. Warren actually 
ran across the parking lot to the mall to buy candy to cheer me up. It wasn’t just 
me, either. Another time, Vicky and Stacy were both having hard days. Vicky 
just found out she was pregnant, and wasn’t sure how her boyfriend would 
handle the news. Stacy had been having a lot of trouble with her own boyfriend, 
and they finally broke up the day before. Since they were both having a rough 
day, he told them to take some time, rest a little. Just extent their lunch a bit. That 
happened to be one of the days that the regional corporate head was visiting, and 
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when he went back and saw that they were still on lunch after their hour was up, 
he started yelling at them about time being money, and taking long breaks was 
like stealing. I swear, Warren heard that, down at the end of the hall where he 
was working with me. And he dropped what he was doing, literally, just tossed 
the box to the side, let his knife fall, and marched right down the hall. Three feet 
from the doorway to the breakroom, he stopped. 

“Stan.” His jaw was clenched, and he was just below shouting. He 
sounded pissed, pointing at the open door to the office. “Office. Now.” And Stan 
turned and walked into the office, still a little steamed himself, but obeying on 
reflex. Warren went in and kicked the door shut behind him. We could hear him 
in there, and just picture him leaning with his hands on the desk, staring Stan 
dead in the face. 

“What the hell was that?” 
“They were trying to sneak some extra time on their lunch, that’s—”  
“That’s exactly what I told them to do. They have been having a hard 

day. They are tired, and need a rest. We are caught up enough, I told them to take 
it easy, and not worry so much, because they have more than enough stress to 
work out right now.” 

“This is a business. There is no place for personal problems in the 
workplace.” 

“They are people. With every person comes personal problems. You 
have them. I have them. Personally, I have a huge problem with people going 
behind my back. I think its slimy and shitless and weak. They also happen to be 
really good workers. You know what makes them good workers, above, say, a 
bad worker?” 

“I—” 
“Because they’re good fucking people! They work their asses off for me 

most days, they work extra hours without putting them on the schedule just to 
help me out. Some days they don’t take any breaks. They do that because they 
know I’m not going to screw them. They know I will treat them with—dammit 
Stan, look at me when I’m talking— I will treat them with the respect and 
consideration a person deserves. So today, they are down. We aren’t in a crunch 
with freight, but they are with outside shit. They need the time more than you. It 
is their time. I have given them this time to relax. Because if they aren’t happy, if 
they are drained, if they hate their jobs and the assholes that run them, they will 
never work hard. Nothing will ever get done well, or quickly, again. This is a 
business, yes. It is a business made up of and operated by people. People. Living, 
breathing people, who leave through those doors and have lives, and friends, and 
people they love, and problems. People who do what they can for this company, 
and in turn, we do what we can for them. People who deserve a hell of a lot 
fucking better than to be treated like robots or slaves.” We could almost hear him 



 147

getting angrier, hear the spit collecting in his mouth when he spoke. So close to 
yelling, so much like the growl of a bear when someone has gotten too close to 
it’s cubs.  

“But—” 
“And, one more thing. Those girls are on my team. They work for me in 

the back. If there is something they are doing wrong, something you are 
concerned about, you come to me. Because if they’re doing something wrong, I 
need to know so I can keep an eye out for it, and train them better. And if they’re 
doing something I told them, your problem is with me, anyway. And if you can’t 
stand me, you talk to Todd. It’s a chain of fucking command. It’s what keeps 
things like this from happening. And I don’t want to see anything like this 
happen again. Understand?” 

“I—” 
“Good. We’re done.” And, just as suddenly, the door opened, and 

Warren came marching out, still a little flush around the face. Those of us who 
had gathered around tried to look like we hadn’t been sitting right outside the 
door listening. When he passed, we tried to sneak little glances in the office, 
where Stan was sitting, behind the desk, stunned as though he had just seen his 
grandma doing a striptease, just before threatening him with very large guns. The 
man was that shocked. And that was Warren. We were his girls. He would do 
anything for us. He could have lost his job for what he did, could have lost it 
several times over, but he never did. Because whenever he was doing something 
insane like that, we all knew, in the back of our heads, Todd knew in his, that he 
was right. Warren was doing what needed doing, and he was doing it for us.  

 
Then, one day, he and I were working and talking like always. He 

brought up food, what kinds I liked. And then, he caught me a little off guard.  
“Do you think I’d be able to talk you into letting me make you dinner 

some night soon?” He had that same half-smile as when I first saw him, only a 
little bit more timidity to his eyes. Even right then, with him basically asking me 
out, I didn’t know what he was thinking, what he was feeling. We had been 
working together for a while, and he hadn’t come on to me, and the way he 
asked, so casually, at the time I thought maybe he just wanted to be friends. I said 
yes. That weekend, he invited me to his apartment. His apartment didn’t actually 
have a table, so we ate on a picnic cloth on the floor. There were nice plates, 
though. He had made a stuffed chicken, with mozzarella, and fresh parmesan, 
and Italian spices. There was a salad and fresh baked bread with a tomato dipping 
sauce. The only part he didn’t make from scratch was the bread. After we were 
done, we sat and talked a while. And then he asked if I was ready for dessert, and 
brought out my favorite ice cream. I didn’t even remember having told him what 
it was, but apparently I did, and he remembered it. As the evening wore on, he 
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didn’t try and make out with me, didn’t try to find an excuse to touch me in 
anything but the most gentlemanly manner. He was like a portrait of chivalry 
come to life. The same guy who could tell dirty jokes for hours straight, who 
taught the truck drivers new profanities, and he was as polite and respectful as 
anyone I have ever seen before or since. It was funny, but also really sweet. I 
could see he liked me every time he looked at me, but he never said anything 
about it.  

We went to a concert some time after that. He was still a little nervous, 
asking a few days beforehand, saying he had an extra ticket that he couldn’t find 
anyone to take. Later, he told me that he had known before he bought the tickets 
that he wanted me to go. He just didn’t want to be presumptuous. He liked me so 
much that he didn’t want to seem pushy, or creepy, or just some jerk hitting on 
me. He just genuinely wanted to spend time with me. So we went to the concert. 
It was the first indoor concert I had ever been to. First stadium show. Before that 
I had only seen the big outdoor music festivals, put on by radio stations. With 
two stages and make-shift dance clubs for techno music and stands selling cheap 
food everywhere. This was a completely different thing; we just sat in our seats, 
there was food downstairs if we wanted, and we listened to the music, which was 
clear and less distorted than the outdoor shows. I could actually make out what 
the singer was saying. And with no beer gardens involved, the crowd was less 
drunk, there were less random fights and dancing crackheads. The entire thing 
was more about enjoying the music than promoting food and labels, like the 
outdoor shows, and it wasn’t about mingling with other fans and getting wasted, 
like clubs. We just sat, and watched, and sang along, and cheered.  

Every so often, I would catch him looking at me with this strange 
look…almost like he was trying to read a language he didn’t understand, or 
trying to explain a really abstract painting to someone who couldn’t see. As soon 
as he saw that I noticed him, he would smile a little, and then turn back to the 
stage; to singing along at the top of his lungs and dancing like an excited child. 
After the show he was running around the benches outside, dancing and walking 
on the backs of them like a high-wire act. I had seen him running constantly all 
day at work, I had seen him hefting furniture that weighed more than him, but I 
had never seen him with so much sheer energy as that night. It was as though he 
literally couldn’t stop moving, even if he tried. While he was dancing around, he 
stumbled from the rim of a fountain while we were walking back to the car. He 
slid off the side of it, hitting the ground at a stumbling run, rumbling towards me 
with no control. He caught himself and stopped, right before plowing into me. He 
hands were still on my arms, trying to keep me from falling as he charged. And 
then he just froze. For the first time all night, It was as though someone had hit 
the pause button. He just stopped moving, inches from my face, holding onto me, 
looking in my eyes with that same look of wonder and awe. Just looked. And 
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ever so slowly, turned his head to the side. Right then I felt like he could almost 
read what I was thinking; and he loved every word. And then he smiled, big and 
wide, and whispered “oops,” and, the pause button released, turned and started 
running again.  

A few weeks after that was Thanksgiving. My parents were having their 
midlife crisis, we’re-too-hip-for-turkey seafood dinner. Warren was cooking the 
dinner for his family by himself. He told me he would bring me some, so I could 
have some real food. I thought it was just something he said like in conversation. 
At dinner I had my crab, and argued with my mom, and finally excused myself to 
read to my little brother until it was time to sleep. And then a doorbell rang, with 
Warren was standing on the other side, a grocery bag full of food in his arm. 
Everything was still warm. Turkey and gravy and mashed potatoes and yams and 
three kinds of pie. There were even fresh baked rolls in the bag, and napkins. It 
was the entire meal, and he had left his family early, after cooking all day, just to 
bring it to me. For no other reason than because he thought I might like it. Inside 
was a short note, telling me he hoped I could salvage part of my childhood 
thanksgiving dreams in a leftover turkey sandwich. On the back, written in a 
different pen, it said:  

  
 Thanksgiving comes but once a year, 

To celebrate fortune and time; 
To eat way too much home cooked food, 
I certainly hope you like mine. 

 
May your sun keep you warm and safe, 
Shine brightly on all that you do. 
The thing that I’m most thankful of, 
Is getting a chance to know you. 

 
That was when it dawned on me that he was really interested in me; not 

just that he wanted to hang out, but that he genuinely cared. It sounds a little 
naïve that it took me so long, I know, especially looking back on it. But the way 
he acted, it wasn’t like most people. I had friends who were gay and hit on me 
more than Warren did. It just…wasn’t his way. He never stared at my butt, didn’t 
try to look down my shirt when I picked things up, and he never used lines to 
flirt. So the whole concept of being hit on, some guy who really obviously 
wanted me, somehow didn’t apply to him. He was just nice. He didn’t try to take 
me dancing or offer to bring me drinks, because it wasn’t real. Instead, he told 
me I was beautiful, and did research for me when I had questions about my 
name, or my heritage, or brought me dinner just to make me smile. Somewhere 
inside all the facial hair and loud music and dirty jokes were perfect Victorian 
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manners. So as sweet as it was, I was worried for weeks. Back then, I didn’t date. 
I was afraid it would upset him, make him uncomfortable just hanging out with 
me, when I had to tell him that. Since I couldn’t think of a way around it, I tried 
to put it off, but I also didn’t want him thinking that I didn’t like the things he did 
for me. It took me a week or so to finally bring it up, at work. We were outside 
working by ourselves, the others were on lunch or inside doing freight.  

“No lunch with the others today?”  
“No, I ate after track this morning.” He was always a little worried if I 

didn’t eat after running. He’d had a girlfriend, once, who ran, and had eating 
problems, and he had to watch how draining it was for her to run without eating 
right. 

“Good deal. How’s the running going then?” 
“My times could be better. I’m a little worried about my scholarship.” 
“I’m sure your exaggerating. Besides, even if you were the slowest 

runner, you’ve still got to be their secret weapon.” 
“How do you mean?” He flashed that little half-grin of his. 
“I’ve seen your running clothes. You step out there, every man on the 

trail is going to be more than a little distracted.”  
“What about the women?” 
“We’ll, the half that don’t start questioning their sexuality right then and 

there will probably be fine. But you did narrow the field significantly, as far as 
competition. Which has to be worth quite a bit to them.” 

“Believe it or not, there are better looking girls than me on the team.” 
“You know what? No. I call bullshit on that. I have seen many a running 

team. Every spring, when the casual runners come out, I pay all due attention to 
every one. I pay attention to the ones that don’t run. And I have never seen a girl 
who looks as good as you do, anywhere. You just don’t realize.” 

“Please…” 
“No. Seriously. You could make Satan himself sing in the church choir if 

you gave him sad eyes and pouty lips.” He was so sweet, but I had to tell him. I 
didn’t want him to think I was leading him on.  

“You know, there’s something I really should tell you…” 
“Is it as important as it sounds?” 
“Kindof.” He stabbed the knife he’d been using into a box and sat down.  
“What is it?” 
“I…don’t really date. It’s not you…trust me. If I did date, I would want 

to be with you, I really would. But its just not something I…”  
Warren just watched me, hid head tilted slightly, his eyebrows furrowed. 

He knew there was something more, and he knew it was hard for me. So he 
waited patiently, looking more concerned for me than upset that I wouldn’t go 
out with him.  
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“…A few years ago, at a party, something happened. This guy, he 
drugged me, and had sex with me. And it was…hard for me. I have a hard time 
knowing myself, what I want and what I need. I don’t want to get in a bad 
situation, and I don’t want to…don’t want someone else to have to deal with me 
when I don’t even really know who I am and what I’m doing, a lot of the time.” 
He hopped down off his box, and sat next to me.  

“Persia...it’s okay. I suspected, s’why I was kindof taking it slow. I didn’t 
want you to think I was being pushy.” 

“How did you guess?” 
“When you came over for dinner, and we were talking about how we 

didn’t really dig on big parties, with all the people and drinking and random 
stupidity. You mentioned that you’d learned not to drink anything you didn’t 
make, and not to set your drink down. Despite all the after-school specials and 
whatnot, there’s only one way anyone learns that lesson, and its from having 
something bad happen to you or a friend. And the look on your eyes when you 
said that was absolutely not a ‘friend’ look. You looked so…lost and distant right 
then, I damn near ran over to put my arm around you. Didn’t ask, because I 
didn’t want to bring up any old badness. Figured you’d tell me if you thought I 
should know.” 

“You’re okay?” 
“Me? I’m fine. Ain’t nothing happened to me. How about you? Are you 

fine, with all of that?” 
“I…yeah. My parents think I don’t deal with it well. Think I should be 

more paranoid and bitter and careful. They say I’m naïve, and it’ll happen again. 
But I don’t want to walk around afraid that every guy I see is going to hurt me. 
Everyone isn’t bad. I just need to be cautious.” And he smiled at me. One of 
those smiles parents give their kids when they make a goal on the soccer field.  

“That’s the smartest thing I’ve heard anyone say all year.” 
“What?” 
“Unfortunately, you’re not the first girl I know that something like that’s 

happened to. Drugged, or just forced…but there’s always this side to them. 
They’re always so mixed up. You can usually see it in them the second you meet 
them. I’ve never been surprised with it until you said something when you were 
over. And they’re always so afraid of people. Either they don’t want anyone to 
get close to them, or they just disassociate themselves from everything to do with 
love and sex. They go around fucking all these guys, but they’re like zombies 
inside when they do. They never really deal with it. You are. That’s great.” 

“So are we still going to hang out?” 
“Are you kidding? Of course. Spending time with you has never been 

anything but amazing. I’m keeping you. And if there’s ever anything I can for 
you, I will. That was hard for you to say, so I’ll tell you just this once: you are 
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just about the single coolest girl I can remember ever meeting. I am thankful to 
whatever God or destiny is in charge just because I got to meet you. I never want 
you to feel uncomfortable around me, and I never want to remind you of the 
terrible things that happened to you before. Until you get bored of me and tell me 
to fuck off, I will always be here for you.” 

“You mean it?” 
“Everything except when I said I was only telling you once. I’ll remind 

you anytime you think you’re forgetting.” 
“That means a lot.” 
“So does this mean you want me to stop saying things and doing stuff for 

you?” 
“Don’t you dare.” He smiled again. 
“Good. Then nothing changes.” He stood up and held out a hand to help 

me up. “Now, get your ass back to work. We’re falling behind here. Look at all 
this expensive wicker yet to be unwrapped…” And we laughed.  

And nothing changed.  
He still treated me like the sun rose and set on me, still called me the 

Princess Persia. Warren decided to help me explore everything there was until I 
found things I liked, found little pieces of me. We went to music stores and 
listened to cd after cd at the sampling station. The workers would get antsy about 
us being there so long and try to politely urge us away, and Warren would look at 
them with eyes as cold as death, until they went away. We went to the musician 
center and played every instrument in there. When I found a keyboard I liked, he 
sat and watched me play it for a half an hour, playing along with me on the other 
machines around. He said it was like watching a child discover something 
magical, the look in my eyes, and he thanked me for letting him be there to see it. 
Once, I missed work because I was worried sick over some nightmares, he 
brought me a first aid kit after work. I thought it was a normal first aid kit, like he 
thought I was really sick. Later my roommate came home and opened it, looking 
for aspirin. Inside was three bags of candy from the candy store, one of 
chocolate, one of fruity things, and one of sour things. There was a book in there 
he thought I would like, a little stuffed animal, a gift certificate for the 
Hollywood Video down the street, and a cd. On top was a scrap of paper that said 
‘sometimes it helps to take your mind off them for a while. Focus on the good 
parts of life.’ When I still had a hard time sleeping, he brought me a little bag that 
smelled like herbs, to put under my pillow. He said it was the magic of my 
people, or his interpretation of it anyway, and it would help me sleep. For a 
while, it did. Probably not because of the magic as much as the gesture, but it 
smelled nice, and felt a little like someone was there, watching over me. 

On Valentine’s day, my roommates woke me up early. There was a 
beautiful bouquet of flowers outside my door, with roses and baby’s breath and 
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carnations. Hanging from one of the rose stems was a gold keychain that has a 
glass rose on it, and a key was attached to it. Stuck between the stems was a note, 
written in rhyme, telling me that I had a scavenger hunt ahead of me. Inside there 
was a tiny envelope that had a card in it I wasn’t to open unless I absolutely got 
stuck. The first key was to a locker in the skating rink. I went there on my lunch 
break, and inside was a big, velvet-covered heart-shaped box of chocolates, and a 
note with another key that lead me to a post-office box down the street. Inside 
was a belly-button ring with a flower on it, each petal a purple-colored semi-
precious jewel. That led me to another box across town, which I had to wait until 
after work to go to, where there was a bracelet made of shimmering coated stones 
of some kind, and a poem he had written for me. His poem was amazing, and so 
sweet, I was actually crying by the end. After first finding some certificates to an 
Italian food restaurant, and a cd I had been looking for, I was led to a locker in 
the art building of the local college. In the bottom of the locker was a long black 
box. Inside, was a single fork, with a note which said I had an option; either 
taking the key, and going to the mall, and keeping the sender a secret, or, I if I 
wanted to know who my admirer was, or thought I had figured it out, I could go 
to the locker in the pool-hall. The mall was right nearby, so I went there first. 
Inside was a tiger in a baseball hat, with a final note, still in couplet rhymes, from 
the tiger’s point of view, telling me how wonderful my admirer thought I was, 
but he’d never tell who it was. And then I went to the poolhall, and in the back, 
in an old combination locker, was a pair of books. He knew I had a hard time 
finding books I really liked, so he went to the bookstores and libraries and asked 
all of the women there what they would recommend, based on the books I knew I 
loved. They all told him the same book; which he then tracked down an old 
version of, before it had been made into a movie and the covers were all replaced 
by movie posters. The other was a book that he had loved himself, and thought I 
would like. Inside the cover, was one of those picture strips you get at photo 
booths for a dollar or two, and in each one, he was holding up signs that each 
said a single word. Happy. Valentine’s. Day. Persia. Warren was smiling at me 
from the pictures with his little half smile. On the back of the pictures, it said that 
just because I didn’t date didn’t mean I should get to have romantic adventures.  

It turned out that he had the idea to put it all together four days before 
Valentines, and had been up all night for three nights in a row putting it all 
together. He was asleep when I called to wish him a happy Valentines Day. He 
mumbled a lot, and asked me if I had fun. The next night he came over so I could 
thank him, and he looked pleased with himself when he saw I was wearing his 
bracelet. Every time I left the room, my roommates would pull him aside and say 
how sweet and beautiful and romantic they thought what he had done was. They 
almost expecting me to run off with him right then. We were getting married and 
that’s all there was to it. But he didn’t. He said he hadn’t been planning on doing 
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anything, because he didn’t want me to think he was forgetting that I didn’t date, 
but then, he figured that it wasn’t necessarily a day just for lovers. He could use it 
as an excuse to tell me that he thought I was the bees knees. That was the phrase 
he used. ‘Bees knees.’ 

Not too long after that, though, my nightmares started coming back. I 
was fighting a lot with my mom, and running out of money. I couldn’t afford to 
keep going to school, and my scholarship had been suspended until my grades 
came back up. One roommate lost her job, the other was moving to Texas, and 
the money our friend chipped in to crash on our couch wasn’t enough to pay their 
portions of the bill. Going out stopped sounding like fun, but even though I had 
long since quit the job in which I was working with Warren, but he still called to 
see if I was okay. He stopped by one night, to give me another pouch.  

“A little stronger. A little more of your people’s medicine, and a lot of 
mine.” I think the cloth he used for the bad came from the picnic cloth we used at 
that first dinner. He had these bags under his eyes, and a cut on his hand. He 
offered to stay until someone else came home, to keep me company, or sing me 
to sleep, but I said no. I didn’t feel like seeing anyone then. I just kept getting 
more depressed. But he never did anything I didn’t want him to, so he said if I 
was sure, then he would go. It was obvious that he was worried. When I called 
Vicky, to see if she had any weed to sell me, she said that Warren had been 
distracted at work for weeks. He wasn’t sleeping well most nights, and he kept 
staring off into space. He kept trying to think up ways to make me feel better, but 
nothing was coming, and nothing that came helped. Some friends from up north 
came down for a visit, and I didn’t see Warren for a while. By the time I saw him 
a few weeks later, I had already decided to take a job in Seattle, and move up 
there with the friends. My family had told me I wouldn’t be allowed to visit my 
brother and sister, told me they wouldn’t help me with money. I used everything 
I had to pay of my bills, so I could go start over. We went for a walk when I 
explained it to him, and he was mostly quiet. Finally, when he did speak, he 
sounded happy for me, asked what kind of job it was, if I would still be going to 
school.  

I only saw him once more, when he came to give me some boxes, and 
pick up some things he had loaned me. His keyboard, which he gave to me to 
practice on until I could afford the one I liked at the store, and some books. He 
brought the t-shirt he bought that night, all those months ago, at the concert. It 
had never been worn, and he wanted me to sign it. Said that the most important 
part of that night was me, and that watching the lights reflect of my eyes was 
twice as good as any music he had ever heard or any show he had ever seen. In 
case he never heard from me again, he wanted to know that that had been real, 
not something he dreamt up. So I signed his shirt, and I hugged him, and told him 
I would be back down in a week to visit friends and stuff. I had his phone 
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number. But I never did see him again. When I came down at first, there were so 
many friends who were always rushing me off here or there because I had been 
gone and they missed me. The longer I was gone, the more I started to drift away 
from a lot of them, so I came down less often. I lost Warren’s number in the 
move, and he moved out of his apartment. He got a new job, and nobody knew 
how to find him.  

That was years ago. Then I got a call. Warren had left an envelope for 
me, a letter. His family had to track me down. When I came back for the service, 
I ran into Vicky, and we talked about old times. She said that after I left, he 
hadn’t come to work in three days. When he did, he wasn’t the same. He had lost 
a lot of the energy. He got some of it back, over time, but not in the same way. 
He cut more corners, and he got tired of fighting the company. They started to 
take the job away from him, little by little. He started getting angry, and instead 
of fighting them or doing little pranks to irritate them, like anonymously sending 
transvestite strippers to Stan’s office, he would break things. Once they stole a 
whole truck full of furniture and merchandise. Together they stole thousands, in 
the last month or so. Broke even more. Eventually the company finally took 
away so much of his job that he would be little more than just a sales associate, 
working weekends and evenings at the register, and he was fed up with them. 
Stacy left first, for another job, and Natasha got another job that was closer to her 
home until it was time to go to college. Vicky stayed a few months longer, but 
everyone was lost when it came to finding anything in the store. Nobody 
understood Warren’s system, or how he had done the job. The people they 
brought in to replace him didn’t know what they were doing, and they were 
always barking orders. All the trophies and stuff was taken off the wall, and they 
weren’t allowed to listen to music anymore. Every time something was lost, or 
they couldn’t find it, they blamed Vicky, because she was the only one left who 
had known Warren’s system at all. So then she left. She had only visited him 
once, afterwards. He had already packed up most of his stuff, because he was 
losing his apartment.  

There were a few things his dad found that he thought I might want. A 
picture he had drawn of me, from memory after I’d gone. It looked so much like 
me, the way I had looked. At the top was written ‘Even if you’ve forgotten me 
completely, you’re still one of the best friends I ever had.’ He had written some 
books, and had copies bound, for his friends and family to read, and every time 
he did, he saved a copy for me. Put it away where it wouldn’t get dusty or dirty 
or bent, just in case I ever came back. There were a few notes, or poems, he had 
written for me. He couldn’t send them, because he didn’t have my address. In 
them, he told me that he started writing, the day I went away. And for days, 
whenever he wasn’t working or sleeping, he wrote. Sometimes even instead of 
sleeping. After a month and a half he was finished, and he had a book. The first 
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thing he thought, he said, was ‘I wonder what Persia would think?’ I wish I had 
known. He read me some of the stuff he wrote, sometimes, before I left. I thought 
it was great. He was the best writer I ever knew, and his stories were so good. 
I’m so proud, and so amazed that someone I knew could write like that. I don’t 
know if he didn’t hear that enough from people, or what. I hadn’t forgotten him, 
though. Not completely. My girlfriends would complain about how the guys they 
dated never did things for them, and I would tell them some of the things that 
Warren had done for me. Any time it came up it would stay with me for a few 
days, how it was, having this guy who would do anything for me. Who 
understood me so well. Who cared so much.  

Some guy came up to me, when I was there to say goodbye. He was 
bitter, and drunk, and said that I had hurt Warren. He said that when I left, 
Warren lost hope. He could deal with not dating me, because as long as I was 
around, we were still together. We were still friends, and he still knew there was 
someone great around, that he could care for. Someone who made him feel so 
good. Even if he and I never got together, and even if he never met another 
woman like me, he still knew that the girl he had been waiting for and wishing 
for existed. But then, when I disappeared, and he didn’t hear from me again, he 
lost that. He didn’t think he would find someone like me again. More than one 
person there mentioned that he hadn’t been with a girl, hadn’t dated, in more than 
five years. He tried, sometimes he even met a girl he liked, but it never worked 
out. They always turned him down, or had boyfriends, and then didn’t remember 
him when they were single again. He said nicer, more sincere things to me in a 
single poem that anyone has ever said to me since. He looked at me in a way that 
I didn’t know someone could. He gave so much. I don’t think he was really 
looking for much. He wasn’t needy. He wanted someone who would care for 
him, someone he could take care of. I wonder if those girls know what they 
passed up. What they could have had. Now, they won’t have that chance. I won’t 
have that chance. The nicest guy in the world, the kind you would want to be 
with forever, the kind you want to have kids with. And he’s gone. I miss him. I 
miss him so much I can’t believe I didn’t miss him more before. It was one of 
those things I could push away. Until now, that I know he’s gone, and there will 
never be someone like him again.  
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Darlene 
 
I don’t think I really got the chance to know him as well enough to say 

much. I only even knew who he was for a few months before he died. And we 
talked, and everything, but it was just a few months. It’s like walking into the 
theatre with fifteen minutes of movie left. I know a lot of things had to have 
come before that probably explained everything. Even if we spoke for those 
months solid, I don’t know I would have understood everything. But we didn’t. I 
mean, we spoke some at work, but not enough for me to really get who he was, 
and I never saw him outside of the office. 

The very first time I ever saw him he very nearly ran into me. His desk 
was open right to the main pathway through the entire floor. When he turned to 
get up he did it quickly. I think it irritated him a little that he had to walk to the 
printer whenever he needed a new form or something. So I was walking to ask 
someone a question, and all of the sudden he just wheels around and stands up 
and starts moving. He didn’t even turn his eyes away from his desk until he was 
already walking, and when he did it was just with enough time left to stop before 
running face-first into me. He stopped suddenly, said ‘oop. Pardon.’ As much to 
himself as to me, and then sidestepped around me. When he got to the printer I 



 158

saw him turn around to look at me. We passed each other in the building a few 
times after that. He always smiled at me when he did. Not the kind of half-forced 
smile you get from people you usually see every day, as they ask you how you’re 
doing without stopping. His was a more genuine smile, where the skin outside his 
eyes wrinkled up a little. It was a week later before he said anything. He was 
pulling files, and marking them off of one of the logs.  

“Is this you? Darlene?” he pointed to my name on the input log.  
“Yeah…” 
“Neat. I’m Warren. Nice to meet you.” He tossed the file from his right 

hand to his left so he could extend the right out to me.  
“You’re the one who was working on some of my files earlier?” 
“Sho ‘nuff. Why?” 
“Did they look okay? These are the first ones to make it this far.”  
“Yeah. Everyone puts these things together a little differently, and I 

haven’t gotten used to your style yet. But I didn’t see any problems or anything.” 
“You’ll let me know if you do? Just bring it over and smack me on the 

head or something.” 
“Most certainly. But in a nice way. A light smacking.” He smiled at me 

again, and walked back to his desk.  
His opportunity to smack me with a file didn’t take too long. In fact, his 

first three opportunities came all in a row. He had to bring two back to me, and 
the third was a favor I asked of him, which ended up causing problems before he 
could even start. But he didn’t smack me. He didn’t yell, or even look mad. 
Instead, he just smiled and pointed out the problems, and offered help when he 
could. I was getting so frustrated, but he kept calm, and friendly. He was so nice I 
got him a card to let him know how much I appreciated his help, and to offer him 
lunch. We had a nice lunch, talking and getting to know each other a little. He 
asked a lot of questions, and watched me when I answered. He asked about 
where I came from, and what the south was like, and what I used to do, and if the 
jewelry I wore held any significance. He smiled a lot, but he was very relaxed. At 
first he was so quiet, in between questions, I thought he was a little 
uncomfortable, but after a while he looked calm, and at home. When I asked him, 
he said he was enjoying himself, even if he wasn’t really talkative. Going to 
lunch that day helped us form a friendship, so we could talk at work besides 
when there were issues with my files. We talked and sent e-mails pretty 
frequently for the rest of the week. 

The next week was not such a good one for me. My grandmother was 
sick, in and out of the hospital. I was worried and distracted. Then on Wednesday 
night, she died. On Thursday I didn’t go in. It’s hard to be so far from home 
when something like that happens. I felt so homesick, without my family to be 
there to comfort me. When I got in on Friday, there was a little blue cloth box, 
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wrapped in a bow, on my desk. Curious, I pulled the ribbon, and jumped as the 
lid popped of, and a little stuffed lion leapt out. He was holding a little tiny card, 
which told me to feel better, and that this time lunch was on him to cheer me up. 
When I saw him, I thanked him, and told him I wasn’t actually sick. 

“I kinda guessed that, actually.” 
“How?” 
“Cause Wednesday you looked more sad than sick.” 
“You could tell?” 
“I had a friend once, who only ever missed a day of work when she was 

sad or upset, never when she was sick. She was always a little ball of energy and 
laughter, but every once in a while something would bother her, and she 
wouldn’t be able to smile over it anymore. And then she would miss a day. 
Reminded me of that a little.” 

“That’s sweet. I don’t really feel like eating today, though. I have to 
leave tonight to go back home. We’re going to have the funeral this weekend, 
and then I have to fly back on Sunday.” 

“That’s fine. Whenever you want a free lunch, you let me know.”  
A little later in the day he sent me an e-mail. He told me that he was 

sorry about my grandmother, and if I wanted some distraction or something to 
cheer me up on Sunday when I got back, to let him know. We could probably 
catch a show, or if nothing else, go to the zoo and watch monkeys fight over 
Butterfinger bars. Because few things, he said, were funnier than monkeys 
fighting for candy. It made me smile, despite the situation.  

The next week, when I came back, we went for sandwiches. We were 
talking about nothing in particular. Warren was rambling a little bit, but he was 
still smiling and having a good time. After a while, though, he got a little quieter, 
and looked a bit sheepish. When we got back to work I e-mailed and asked him if 
something was wrong. He said he was feeling like a bit of an ass, and he was 
sorry if he had been too forward or flirtatious. Apparently I said something at 
lunch about my boyfriend, and he didn’t know before that I had one. I swore I 
had mentioned him the first time we had lunch, but I told Warren not to worry; 
we were still friends, and he was still a nice guy. He said he was cool with that, 
as long as I wasn’t mad at him. Because he wouldn’t have wanted to date me at 
all if I wasn’t cool enough for him to want to be friends with. And, after all, he 
only gets turned down by the very finest women. I tried to point out later that I 
probably wasn’t much his type anyway, since I tend to be a little high 
maintenance, and he seemed to be happy with simple things. He said he 
appreciated it, but he was actually a huge fan of complicated.  

“Why would you want to be with someone who was more work?” 
“Because it makes life interesting. More of a challenge, more to 

motivate. Someone who’s happy with anything…they’re always happy, right? As 
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long as they have something. So if they’re happy anyway, why bother doing 
something special? Somebody who needs a little more attention, that makes it 
fun. There are always new things to do and learn. If she has special eating habits, 
I can learn to cook the things she likes. If she’s really active, I can learn to take 
care of her and get back into practice at giving massages. If she has a habit of 
feeling neglected, I can think of nice new ways to let her know she’s amazing. 
There’s always something.” 

“I’d never thought of it like that. Why do you suppose most guys 
complain about high-maintenance women then?” 

“They don’t appreciate the little things. When it takes a lot to make a girl 
happy, every little smile, its just a small thing, but its something amazing. They 
don’t want to work that hard. They want a girl who’s happy all the time, just 
because. They don’t get the enjoyment out of learning to cook one meal just to 
see her smile.”  

He was into those little things, too. You might not think it to watch him 
working there. Warren could turn out files like nobodies business, and his desk 
was filled with supplies all in order and arranged for maximum convenience. 
Some people might think he was born for the office work, all meticulous and anal 
and serious. But sometimes he got this childish grin, and he would start reading 
cartoons on his break, or whispering to himself. There were times when he 
looked so serious, or even sad, but, then, other times he looked like he could 
barely contain himself he had so much excitement. I swear, on occasion, he even 
skipped when he thought nobody was looking, or we went for a walk. I saw him 
one day trying to find some kind of business in the phone book online that could 
trap something in a clear resin or glass to preserve it. So I asked why. He brought 
out a little plastic box, like beads come in, with a beetle inside.  

“I stepped on this last night. I want to keep it.” He looked truly happy 
with it, too. Like a small child.  

“Ew. Why? That’s so gross.” 
“Are you kidding? Look at it. I thought it was like one of those little tin 

hair-pretties at first, it’s so shiny. Look at those colors! He’s such a bright green, 
and with all that metallic maroon around the edges. Its amazing. Lock me in a 
room for days with the finest oil paints and a stack of canvas, and I couldn’t 
make those colors. But he can. And he doesn’t even try, he created them just by 
being. This tiny little bug can create these vibrant colors and that amazing texture 
on his shell, and he doesn’t even think about it, doesn’t even realize it. That’s 
amazing. I want to keep it, to remind me that things like this exist.”  

I didn’t know what to say to that. From that view, it was impressive. I 
wasn’t as impressed as he was, clearly. But I could see where he was coming 
from. And it made me think. So later in the day, when we went walking to get 
our lunch, I asked him about it.  
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“How did you get to a point where a beetle can make you so happy? I 
mean, it’s just a dead bug.” 

“How do you mean?” 
“I mean this whole obsession you have with simple pleasures. Were you 

always that way, or did you get hit on the head and have an epiphany?” 
“No. Not really, at least not that I remember.” 
“That could just be the brain damage talking. Okay, then how did it 

happen? God? Did you join a monastery or something?” 
“I don’t know. It was gradual. I think going for walks on a rainy day 

were the first big jolt I got out of little things. Mostly, I think, it’s because I have 
so much trouble getting big things. I’m not very good at being an active member 
of society, and I spend a lot of time struggling. There are some pretty big things 
in life I’ve been wanting and working to for a very long time, but I never get 
there. I can’t find the way. And it was getting big enough to crush me. It used to 
drive me to do bad things, because I thought as long as I couldn’t get those things 
I really wanted, no matter how hard I worked, I might as well take everything 
else that I could. But I decided that maybe that wasn’t the right answer, and I 
started to notice more of these little things. And all these things, these little 
reminders that life is still important. Or that something was going on when life 
was created.” 

“How do you mean? Like there was something here before us? I thought 
you said it wasn’t because of God.” 

“Well…like, apricots and mangos.” 
“Brain damage again. Apricots and mangos?” 
“Yeah. They’re similar. A tasty sweet fruit, with a pit inside. It’s a 

simple thing, but think about it; it’s a tasty fruit, so animals like to eat them. Only 
animals don’t peel things, they just eat them whole. Which is why the pit is there, 
to protect the seeds from being digested. And then, when the animal passes the 
pit, it is automatically surrounded by manure, to help it grow. And the stomach 
helped open up the pit, so the seeds can come out. Which is kind of gross, when 
you think about it at first, but at the same time, that’s how trees get spread. If the 
seeds just fell from the tree, there wouldn’t be enough loose soil or sunlight right 
under the tree for a new plant to do well. So the animal takes it to a clear place, 
where it stands a chance. And the plants in the region change in size in relation to 
the animals. Mangoes grow in places where Elephants can eat them. Which 
makes sense, because mangos have big pits. Apricots grow in places where you 
would see more deer. And in places with a lot of birds, there are more cherries 
and smaller plants. It’s like a really elaborate plan that nobody ever discussed or 
wrote down on paper. And it goes on no matter what else happens.” 

“And things like that make you happy? Darwinism and creationism and 
the eating habits of elephants cheer you up?” 
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“Absolutely. Those big things…they’re still there. Still the same goals, 
and they still mean as much. But they’re hard to get to. If I can get enough from 
the little things, the simple pleasures, to keep going, then that may be enough. 
And if I find enough small things to make me happy, maybe they’ll equal the 
same amount of happiness I might get from the big things. Or, if not, maybe I can 
try and break the big thing into little pieces, so I can finally get there. Like 
buying an expensive car one part at a time. It’ll get there eventually right? It may 
not feel like it, but its progress.” 

“Does it work?” 
“Which part? The little things being enough to get by, or getting the big 

things through the little ones?” 
“Getting the big things.” 
“Not really. Not yet anyway. I’m still looking for them, still waiting, and 

working, and trying. But I’m still going, so the little things must be worth 
something. And who knows what could happen?” 

Warren was still smiling, after that, but he didn’t say much the rest of the 
time we were waiting for lunch; he just looked off into nothingness. Thinking 
about the big things, I think, and how far they still were from being his. He 
looked a little lost then, and very alone. But when we got our food, and started 
walking back, he was back to his rambling and skipping.  

There were a few little hints like that, I guess, that everything wasn’t 
always smiles with him, the gaps between work and the real Warren. Things like 
the fact that he always carried a knife on him. He called it his pocketknife, but it 
wasn’t the same as the red pocketknife with a bottle opener and screwdriver that 
my dad and my boyfriend carried. His clipped onto his pocket, and he could pull 
it out and open the blade with one thumb, in a flash. It only had the one blade, 
which was sharp, and jagged. He only ever used it to open reams of paper and 
toner packaging, but it looked like it was designed for more. It was sleek and 
black, not the kind of knife you usually see in an office building at all. When I 
asked about it, he just grinned, and said that a gentleman’s knife should always 
match his belt and shoes. But when I asked again, he shrugged, and said that he’d 
been carrying a knife on him since he was fourteen, and didn’t feel comfortable 
without one.  

“What happened when you were fourteen that made you start carrying a 
knife?” 

“Christian camp.” 
“Like the boy scout camps where they teach you survival and how to 

always be prepared, only with God?” 
“No, I went to this father-son Christian camp with my uncle. He didn’t 

have any sons, but he was real involved with the church. He wanted me to go, 
and it seemed like something that would make him happy. So I went.” 
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“And he gave you a knife? Wait…this isn’t a story about a Catholic 
priest, is it?” 

“Not quite. There was this guy we rode up with. Named…I don’t know. 
Jack or something. Jake? Started with a J. Anyway, he as going up with one of 
his friends’ kids, because he didn’t have any, either. But he was really talkative, 
and told all these stories about how he used to be in the navy, and used to be gay. 
He was always sneaking off to look at his gay porn, and trying to have sex with 
the other men, and so on. And he said it a lot like an alcoholic talks about 
drinking the first week they’re in AA. Like, he wasn’t one hundred percent sure 
of the fact that it was the past. Anyway, we did the camp thing. He was always 
around, talking to me. I think he spent more time talking to me than he did that 
kid he came with. The kid was kindof edgy and quiet and weird, anyway. And it 
was awkward, talking to the guy, but I figured it was just for a few days. Only, at 
the camp, and on the car ride home, he was always putting his arms around me, 
or resting his hands on my shoulders. It was creepy.” 

“Sounds like. Did he try to touch you in the bathrooms or anything?” 
“No. But after it was over, he kept sending me things. He would send me 

letters or presents by way of my uncle. He gave me books, and cds and t-shirts. 
Said we should hang out, and go to a rock show or something. But he didn’t 
know my address, so he couldn’t send me the things himself. My uncle hadn’t 
given him the address, and I hadn’t. So one day, later that summer, I’m walking 
to a friend’s house. And then, out of the blue, this box truck pulls up beside me. 
And when I look over, its this Jack guy. I was on the street, in between my house, 
which he doesn’t know about, and a friends house, who he’s never even heard of, 
in a town far from where he lives and goes to church. But he pulled right up, like 
he sees me every day. And he asks me what I’m doing, and tells me I should go 
get some ice cream with him. I tried to tell him no, I had somewhere to be. So he 
told me to get in the van, and he’d give me a ride. But I tried to tell him no again, 
I wanted to walk. He kept coming up with reasons for me to get in the truck, and 
I kept giving him reasons why I didn’t want to. Towards the end he was getting a 
little angry. But, finally, he went away. I ran all the way to the store a mile down 
the street where my sister worked. I stole a box knife there, and then finally 
walked on to my friends house. Looking over my shoulder the entire time. And it 
made me think; this guy was bigger than me. He was getting angry. I know it 
may not sound like much when I tell it, but it was, for all the world, like a movie 
in which the kid gets a ride from some guy, only he turns up a week later raped 
and dead somewhere. And this guy was probably big enough to do that. I had 
come to terms with the fact that I may have to get in fights with other kids. But 
fighting someone that much bigger and older than me hadn’t occurred to me 
before. Suddenly there was a threat beyond the kids on the football team. So 
when I got home, I took this military survival knife a friend had given me, and 
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started finding ways to conceal it on me, big and bulky though it was. I wanted to 
be more prepared if I ever saw him again.” 

“God. Did you? Ever see him again, I mean.” 
“Yeah. I was walking somewhere else. Different part of town. He pulled 

up again, same as before, trying to get me to go for a ride. He said he bought me 
a video game he wanted to give me. I told him no, and he tried to talk me into it 
again. And I got mad. I had my right hand on the handle of the knife. I was trying 
to act casual about it, but I felt so clumsy. But I wanted him to go away. So I 
started yelling at him. I thought if I made him mad enough he would either attack 
me, and I could try and stab him with the knife, or he would go away and leave 
me alone. So I started yelling at him. I asked if him trying to live his life 
according to Jesus meant that Jesus used to suck cock for pocket change, too. 
Thinks like that. Just the worst things I could think of to say to the guy. And he 
turned red, and drove away, and I didn’t see him again. But I carried a knife on 
me ever since, just in case. There were only two periods of time in which I 
stopped.” 

“When you got arrested, and when you experimented with nudism and 
didn’t like the alternative to pockets.” He smiled. 

“One was when I was dating my first girlfriend, through the one after. I 
thought it was proof that I was a bad person, that I carried a big old knife around 
with me everywhere I went. It made me look like I was really trying to stab 
someone. The second was a while later, when I was getting to stressed out and 
angry all the time, I was a little afraid that I would snap, and do something stupid 
with it. I didn’t want someone to have to suffer just because I had such a short 
temper and a knife handy. So I stopped until I was sure I had my rage in check.” 

“Okay. And now you’re down to a little knife. Or are there more on you? 
Do we need to frisk you for weapons when you come in here?” 

“If I say yes, will you be the one doing the frisking? No, there’s a bigger 
one in my car, but this is all I carry. I’m a lot more comfortable with knives now 
than I was all those years ago. Much more sure that I can do as much damage 
with this three inch blade as most people could with a huge knife. I also don’t 
think I’ll really need it. If I should ever need more, I’m probably screwed 
anyway.”  

“Doesn’t bother you, or your friends, always having a knife around?” 
“Nope. Comfortable with all knives now. Have a lot of appreciation for 

them. They’re pretty, and shapely. They’re tools. People see knives and think 
stabbing, but they were one of the first tools. We need blades to shave and make 
food and build things. Its just a tool. They don’t hurt you unless you’re careless 
or stupid. Tools are nice that way. If you’re careful, you’ll be fine. People are far 
more dangerous. Even if you love a person, and treat them as good as you can, 
they can still hurt you. Knives are easier. They only cut when you make them.” 
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Those were the times he seemed a little distant from people. He said it 
was probably because he raised himself to have the same morals he saw in books 
about the round table, and in the Princess Bride. But he spoke like he was from 
another time period altogether. Especially about things dealing with people. The 
way people treated each other, the way people acted. He said he didn’t 
understand it, and he did seem truly confused. He would send me these e-mails I 
didn’t understand at all, they were so complicated. But when he watched people 
do something simple, he was so lost. And some days, he just seemed addled 
altogether. I’m not sure if it was because I was missing something, or if 
something had happened before. But I know respect was a big thing for him. It’s 
why I couldn’t tell he was flirting with me back when he still thought I was 
single, and why he had a hard time respecting a lot of people. He had a friend 
named Philippe at work, who stopped by his desk to talk a lot. But they argued 
once, and after that Philippe stopped visiting by Warren’s desk so much. I asked 
him why, and Warren just said ‘difference of opinion.’ I made him elaborate.  

“Philippe and I don’t necessarily agree on how people should be treated. 
I don’t appreciate some of the things he does around them, and he didn’t 
appreciate me telling him so.” 

“What the hell does that mean? Answer like a person.” 
“He was being rude. Asked him to do it elsewhere.” 
“How was he being rude?” 
“He was using my desk as a base to stare at the girls we work with.” 
“And you didn’t approve?” 
“Not really, no. If he has to do it, fine. But I don’t need to have him 

standing beside me commenting on every girl that walks by. And I don’t need 
him coming to see me every time you come by to talk just so he can stare at your 
ass when you walk away.” 

“Oh. Do you stare at my ass when I walk away?”  
“No.” 
“Why?” 
“Don’t get me wrong. You’re incredibly gorgeous. But it’s not right.” 
“Look at Mr. Victorian Principles!” 
“Would you like it if, right now, instead of talking to you like I am, I 

stared at your chest? Or checked out how you look in your jeans every few 
seconds?” 

“Not really. Why? Do you want to stare at my chest?” I arched my back, 
but e didn’t flinch. 

“Didn’t figure you would. You’d probably get pretty pissed after I did it 
long enough.” 

“Yeah, I’d kick your ass.” 
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“So why does it make it less disrespectful to do it when you aren’t 
looking? I mean, if you wanted me to stare at you, I’m sure you’d say something. 
It’s still disrespectful.”  

“Bullshit. Like you don’t stare at girls you think look hot?” 
“I’m not saying I’ve never done it. I’m just saying I try not to, more 

especially when I know the person, and like them. You shouldn’t treat people 
you like that way, unless that’s the way the relationship is, you know? If a girl 
wanted me to know what she looked like naked, I trust she would let me see her 
naked. If she wanted me to be able to visualize us having sex together, I would 
probably have a good visual of it. So if she doesn’t, and I try to picture it anyway, 
I’m going against her wishes. It’s still her body, even if it is in my head.” 

“So you got mad at your friend for picturing me naked?” 
“I just didn’t think it was right, that’s all. It doesn’t help that I like you, 

or that I know his wife is home with his kids right now, while he’s doing it. I 
know it sounds really uptight and prudish. I don’t know what to say. There are 
days when I can barely work because I can’t stop thinking about beautiful 
women, and I have no problem with anyone having sex at any time. I wish I were 
invited more often. But all the same, I just think there’s something to be said for 
being respectful and considerate. It’s the right thing.” 

That was the kind of thing I guess I came to expect from him. If he was 
just having a regular conversation, he was quiet and used short sentences. When 
he was trying to explain something, he sounded like an English professor trying 
to explain ethics of yesteryear. It was really weird, but it was nice, in its own 
hokey way. At least he was honest about it. He truly did seem to respect me. But 
I never felt like we were on the same level. I thought I had figured out why, once, 
when we had a conversation about birthdays, and I found out that he was seven 
years younger than me. He was still in highschool when I graduated college. In 
some ways, it felt wrong. He spoke so complicatedly. But then he didn’t 
understand so much about people. It seemed like he was being fake, somehow, 
when I heard that. Because nobody that young should act as much like an adult. 
My boyfriend was over thirty, and he sounded younger when he spoke than 
Warren did. So whenever we had an argument and he didn’t understand what I 
was trying to say, I tried to pass it off on the fact that he was still so young. When 
my birthday came around, I mentioned that I was too old for him, anyway, even 
if I hadn’t been with someone. He looked a little hurt at that. I tried to explain 
that I just meant he wouldn’t have wanted to be with someone as old as I was, but 
it didn’t change matters. He still looked as though I had insulted him. I didn’t 
know then how young he had been when he started school, I didn’t know how 
hard he worked and how much he had to fight against people saying that very 
thing to him. It made him a little more cautious around me altogether. Sometimes 
when he looked at me, I swear I could still see the same look, as though he was 
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still hearing me say it to him. He had been fine when I told him I had a boyfriend, 
and he was fine when I yelled at him for the way he spoke, or when I unbuttoned 
my shirt and leaned over by him to give him shit and test his weird morals. He 
was even fine when I yelled and he didn’t understand why. But that age thing 
stuck with him. Around that same time he changed shifts, so we didn’t really talk 
anymore. Sort of drifted, I guess, him coming in mid-day, and completely 
wrapped up in work long after I went home. We just had small-talk in passing. 
Figured we’d talk again when he got over it. A few months passed, and I think he 
was starting to. It’s not like we were best friends, but I did enjoy talking to him, 
or even getting his e-mails, when he toned down the English. I always thought 
we’d have more to say to each other after everything passed, that we might get to 
know each other more as friends. But then I guess we won’t have the chance 
now, will we? 

I told him he wasn’t old enough. That’s what I keep remembering, over 
and over again, the thing I really regret. I told him he wasn’t old enough. What 
kind of a line is that? Not that he was too immature, because he wasn’t. Not 
because he was too inexperienced, because that was kind of sweet. Not that he 
lacked ambition or intelligence or education or the potential for success. Not that 
there wasn’t any future in being with him. No. I told him that he wasn’t old 
enough. He hadn’t spent enough years on the planet. The one thing he had the 
least amount of control over. Really…like that should have mattered. But that’s 
what I said. That’s what I told him. That was one of the last things I said to him. 
That was what stuck with him, what he got to take to his grave. He respected me, 
and treated me like a true friend, and thought I was beautiful. And I told him he 
was too young to understand me, too young to hang out with me, and too young 
to have had a chance at dating me. I didn’t know at the time how much of an 
insult that would have been to him. I didn’t know him well enough. But those are 
the things I think about, when I see his name on a file, or pass by where his desk 
used to be. I think about the things I did know about him. Thought about the 
conversations we had. And thought about the fact that, in the end, it didn’t matter 
so much how old he was, or how old he may have acted. The only thing he 
should have been too young for, is to die like he did.  
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Warren’s Dad 
 
I was always worried about something like this happening. I told him so 

many times that he should see someone about his depression, that it would help. 
But I guess he had too much of me in him. He was just too stubborn. He thought 
that if he had to ask someone to help him, it was giving up. If someone really 
wanted to help him, then they would help him because they were his friend, not 
because he was paying them too. ‘If I need to pay someone to pretend they care, 
I’ll go to a prostitute, and if I want to take a drug to make me happy, I’ll sure as 
hell pick something besides valium.’ He didn’t do drugs, though, and I don’t 
know if he ever went whoring or not, but I doubt it. He was too much of a 
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romantic, I think, to do that. You know about the things he used to do for the 
girls he dated? Some of the girls he did these big, grandiose things for weren’t 
even his girlfriends. He treated them like royalty and they still didn’t have the 
sense to go out with him. I think they finally wore him down so he didn’t even 
try anymore. Or maybe he just didn’t tell me about them anymore. Probably both. 
He always did keep things bottled up. There was a time, after Haligh left him, 
that he got so depressed he didn’t eat, and rarely left the house. One morning, I 
noticed some blood on the counter when I got up to get ready for work. A little 
later, I had to take out the garbage, and I noticed that on top were some empty 
bottles of sleeping pills and Benadryl and pain killers. I was worried, until I heard 
Warren start to get up and get ready for school. It sounded like he was going to 
cough up a lung, and then he stumbled across the hall to the bathroom. It was 
hard to say with the shower running, but I think he was throwing up. I noticed he 
was wearing a lot of long sleeve shirts for the next few days, which was strange 
for him. When the sleeve lifted enough to see it, his left arm was covered with 
bandages. And when the bandages finally came off, there were still marks from 
cuts all over his forearm, and some on his wrist. He said he got his arm caught in 
the blackberry bushes. I knew he had done it to himself though. I think he 
thought it was somehow the way he had to go. His mom died in a car accident 
when he was young, in which her car went off a cliff. The police had to do an 
investigation, and they and the coroner said there was very little chance that it 
was done by accident, since she was sober, and not driving overly fast to have 
lost control. Warren always had a hard time believing it was an accident, and as a 
result you get the feeling from some of the things he wrote that he thought maybe 
depression and screwing up and suicide were his destiny. I don’t think he tried to 
kill himself again after that, but he had scars on him arms. Sometimes when I 
saw them I would remember what had happened, and how little I had been able 
to do to stop. How little, even, I knew that he was going to try and do something 
like that. How do you deal with that, as a parent? How do you watch your own 
child suffering so much that they would try and kill themselves, to actually 
poison themselves, cut themselves up? I can’t help but wondering if I was a good 
enough parent. Maybe if I had done something more, it never would have 
happened. If I had been closer to him. More involved with him somehow… 

It wasn’t that I didn’t try to get close to the boy. We just never seemed to 
manage to connect. As similar as we were in some points; tempers and strong 
headedness and so forth, we were still so very different. Even in some things that 
I always thought would be ways for us to bond. He spent a lot of time fighting, 
boxing, or going to the gym, yet he had absolutely no interest in sports. He would 
sit down with me to watch the Super Bowl, but he was never into it. By the end 
he was usually reading something or looking distracted. He learned to work on 
cars, he could repair most problems that came up with his, and yet he didn’t 
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really care about them. When we went to car shows, Lisa was the one who 
walked around with excitement across the showroom looking at all the latest 
models with me. Warren wandered around somewhere behind us, singing songs 
and looking more at the other people, even the building’s architecture more than 
he did the cars. He was good with his hands, with tools and wood, and he even 
knew how to weld. One of the few things we did do together was work on little 
projects like that. But even then, he didn’t get into it the same way I did. He 
didn’t like to talk about the tools, he didn’t know how much power the saws had, 
and he rarely drank while he did it. He didn’t even really talk a lot while we did 
it. Whenever he was working on something by himself, he listened to his 
headphones, and watched everything very carefully. When he was working with 
me, though, he seemed a little unsure of what to do. Not like he didn’t know how 
to build whatever it was, more like he was confused about whether he should be 
talking or not. He didn’t like being told what to do, when it came to working. For 
that matter, he didn’t much care for being told what to do anytime. He thought it 
was much more polite to ask someone to do something, rather than tell them. 
Especially when he knew what he was doing just fine. I couldn’t really blame 
him. It was just different. It was like on movies, when the audio doesn’t match up 
with the picture just right. He was just a little out of synch with the rest of us. So 
even when we did get along, when we had civil conversations and did things in 
common, we were still never really close, we never had that chance to connect.  

He was still a good kid. He had his issues, but mostly when he was 
younger. And all teenagers have problems. I remember Lisa and I used to have 
these screaming fights at each other when she was his age. Warren didn’t scream, 
he just went out, and didn’t listen. He supposedly got in a lot of fights, and he 
stole things with his friends, but he never got in any trouble. A few times I 
noticed he showed up with some piece of furniture I don’t remember him 
owning, or a few more cds than he had before, but it was always hard to tell if he 
was just spending a lot, or stealing. He did usually have some money on hand. 
And it was just a few times I noticed him coming home with his knuckles 
scraped up. It made them feel tougher or something, him and the guys he hung 
around with.  

He didn’t really have a lot of friends. Even when he saw a lot of people 
at work or when he went on trips or stayed out all day, he didn’t have people he 
visited or spent time with. One would show up for a while, and he would mention 
them, or go out somewhere with them a time or two, and then he wouldn’t 
mention them again. Just spend his weekend alone, writing or reading or 
watching movies. Even when he went to the theatre, he usually went alone. He 
pretended it didn’t bother him, but I know it did. Sometimes he would mention 
that he was a bad person or boring or ugly, and if you tried to argue, he would 
point out that nobody has particularly wanted to be around him in some time. 
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And then he would go back to whatever he was doing, or whatever he was 
working on.  

That was one thing. Warren was always working on something. Some 
story he was writing or pictures he was drawing. He had so many things going on 
at one time it was like he really thought he was three people who should all be 
producing good work all the time. So if he wasn’t writing stories or books, he 
was writing scripts for comic books or drawing something, or painting, or 
playing music with some band or another. He almost never just sat. If he could 
have only just sold a book, or gotten a real job painting, then people would have 
seen how good he was. But he didn’t have any more luck with that than he did 
with dating. So he thought of himself as a failure. He would apologize for being 
such a burden, always getting laid off at whatever job he got, unable to make 
money with what he did. He didn’t understand that I was proud of what he did, 
whether it made money or not. The first time he wrote a book, I read it expecting 
it to be, you know, okay, but not really anything big. He was pretty young still, 
and it was a whole book. By a few chapters I had almost forgotten that my own 
son wrote it. It was good. And he got better. A lot of people get jobs and work for 
promotions. A lot fewer people write good books, again and again. I think it 
made him happier than anything else. I was proud of him when he wanted to be a 
doctor, but a lot of the time he didn’t really seem to want it. He didn’t take a lot 
of biology classes, and he didn’t talk about it as much as he did everything else. 
It was like, when he was sill in school, he was already looking forward to the 
times after work, and his days off, and vacations. He was looking forward to the 
times he wasn’t working that he could spend writing and playing music and 
being with a family. Which is why I wasn’t terribly surprised when he stopped 
going to school. Since the things he really wanted were things he didn’t need to 
go to school for anyway. I just wished it could have happened for him.  

That’s one of the things that made me mad, at the funeral. All these 
people gathering together, telling all these stories, talking about how much they 
were going to miss him. But how many of them were there when he needed 
them? Were any of them there to stop him from doing what he did? Did any of 
them know it was coming? Did any one of them really care that much before he 
was gone? How can Trent claim he was a great writer when he only ever read 
one of his books? How can he say he liked Warren’s music when he was always 
insulting the way he sang, and trying to change his songs? How can Persia or 
Gabrielle say they cared so much for him when they turned their backs on him 
after he had been such a good friend to them, after he had tried so hard to make 
them happy? How can Chris say such terrible things when Warren paid for him 
to live in his duplex, when he kept putting up with him after all those years of 
Chris being such an immature coward? Every one of them did something to hurt 
him, and he just said one of his favorite lines and took it. ‘You can’t get mad at a 
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cat for being a cat.’ Well, I can. Because he was always there for any one of them 
who needed him, and they never cared, never noticed, and never returned the 
favor. How hard would it have been to let him know he was a good person? 
Maybe if they had he would still be here. He would have never gone to a 
therapist about his problems, but he was always there, waiting for his friends to 
care enough to ask him about them, waiting for them to help. Maybe if one of 
them had, I would still have a son.  
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Ashleigh 
 

I was the last person to talk to him. Do you know how weird that is? That 
after he and I left the gym that night, nobody else ever saw him alive again? 
Nobody else heard his voice? I don’t have to imagine what his last words might 
have been. I was the one who heard them. He said ‘Yeah. You have a good 
night.’ And then he stopped for a minute, and looked at me like he was going to 
say something else, and then left. And I just waved and smiled, expecting him 
there within the next few days, just like always. But he wasn’t. I didn’t see him 
over the weekend, and he missed Monday and Wednesday. I tried to call his 
phone, to see if he was sick or something, but he never returned the call. I even 
came in on Thursday just to see if maybe he had changed his schedule some. It 
wasn’t until the next week, with no word from Warren, that I found anything out. 
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His buddy who joined up the same time as him was in. In the beginning they 
used to try and come in together, to keep each other company, but that stopped 
after a while. His friend came in at odd times, and Warren had me to talk to. So I 
asked the friend if he knew why Warren wasn’t coming in. That’s when I heard. 
They said he did it Friday night, after he left the gym. He didn’t even go home to 
change. He died in what I saw him wearing. He died looking the way I saw him 
last; hair getting kindof shaggy, gel only holding in a few places after a long day 
at work and a good workout. That worn old polo shirt, buttons having given up 
completely, and a little wet still from sweat. Shorts that had been nice, once, 
before they were worn so thin that they tore if a stiff breeze came along. There 
was this tired look in his eye, and that slight limp, from walking all day and 
hitting the gym on knees that took too much abuse over time. He’d shaved that 
morning, too. He didn’t like shaving. That much I knew about him. Its hard to 
say how much else. We only knew each other for a few months. We got along 
well, though. He spent a lot of time talking to me. It was weird. I had been 
coming in three times a week, after my shift at the coffee shop ended. It was just 
down the street from the gym, and I liked going in after we closed, since it was 
so much less crowded. And one night this guy comes in, wearing some tattered 
old clothes, not having shaven in a few days. We crossed paths during our 
workout a few times, and he said hello, asked how my day was. But he wasn’t 
really all that talkative. He wasn’t one of those people who gets really, really into 
working out, either. He was just doing his routine. I didn’t think much of it, 
though. Then the next time I came in, he was there again. We crossed paths, and 
he seemed to recognize me. And I don’t know how or why, but at some point, we 
started talking. He said he had been going to the other branch of the gym, across 
town, with that buddy of his. But since they weren’t going together much 
anymore, this one was closer, and more convenient after work. And as the days 
passed, it turned out we had pretty much the same workout schedule. Mondays, 
Wednesdays, and Fridays, sometime around ten or eleven. So we spoke more. 
We re-arranged our routine so we would be using machines near to one another, 
so we could keep the conversation going. He was my workout buddy. We helped 
to motivate each other, keep each other focused on our goals, and keep from 
slacking off and skipping days. Some nights, if we had the energy, we would go 
get something to eat or drink after the workout was done, to finish up whatever 
we had been talking about, or just relax some. 

Outside the gym, he was a little different, almost like that was a part of 
work or something. He spoke faster, and he moved around a lot. His hands were 
always moving, and he smiled more. He told more jokes. He was really into 
music. It was pretty easy, talking to him. When we spoke, sometimes something 
came up that related to his past, he would mention the things he had done, the 
things he had been through. He didn’t go into a lot of detail about any of it, just 
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hinted to them. It wasn’t like he was avoiding the subjects, I think he was just 
used to them, and he didn’t assume it was something people might be interested 
in. So I just got these vague impressions of him starving, and going to school 
young, and getting into trouble, with new details getting added on over time. It 
would show, sometimes, how those differences changed him, made him what he 
was, even though the experiences themselves weren’t always clear. One thing I 
liked is that he was always patient, from long waits for food to annoying people 
nearby, and so forth. I think a lot of it came from the fact that he used to have a 
short temper. He was almost afraid of getting angry; he felt bad for things he had 
done when he was angry before. So he didn’t let himself get to that point. He 
didn’t hold things against people, and he didn’t lie. I’m not saying he was a saint 
and he spent all his free time trying to unite people from warring nations. But 
there were a lot of times when it would have been easy to jump to conclusions 
about someone, or to tell a little white lie, and he always avoided it.  Sometimes 
he had to think about the best way to phrase something, because he didn’t want to 
hurt someone’s feelings but still refused to lie to them. I think that was because 
of the stealing and cheating and dishonest things he used to do. I always half 
expected him to turn out to be one of those born-again Christians, full of all the 
answers and the right moves, but that wasn’t him either. He didn’t judge people 
or treat them differently, even if he didn’t agree with what they did, or the lives 
they led, because he had been judged pretty harshly when he was starving and 
everyone thought he was a drug addict, or when he was in college so much 
younger than everyone else. He said once that he was always trying to be a better 
person, so he could be good for someone else someday, but he hadn’t been with 
anyone in a long time. He just said he wasn’t really good with people, not really a 
people person.  

One week we both decided to come in to the gym on a Saturday, to work 
out and swim. Afterwards we decided to go get some cheap fast food to reward 
ourselves for coming in an extra day. At the Taco Bell, they had some kind of 
special, so it was cheaper to buy even numbers of tacos, even if it was more than 
you actually wanted. In the spirit of saving money, we ordered in evens. When 
we were done eating, we still had two left over. He asked if I was going to eat 
mine, and I said no. I got up and went to the bathroom, past the counter where a 
homeless man was counting out change to get a burrito. When I came back, 
Warren had cleared our table, and was waiting for me. I asked if he threw the 
extras away, getting ready to scold the both of us for wasting food. He said no, he 
gave them away. I looked back on my way out the door, to see the homeless man, 
smiling, and eating a taco, with another one sitting in front of him.  

It gets better though. Another time, we went to this diner about a mile 
down the road from the gym that we go to sometimes after we work out. Its close 
enough we can walk if we feel energetic, or in the mood for some evening air, 
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and its open until the wee hours of morning. Warren had been a little late in 
leaving work, so we were out later even than we were used to. It had apparently 
been a long day for him. When we were at the register to pay for our meal, there 
was a young couple in front of us. The guy didn’t have any money; it was 
supposed to be the girl’s treat, only she couldn’t find her wallet. She made him 
go and look in the car while she checked their table again, and she was really 
getting upset. When she went back for the second time, to see if maybe it was 
underneath the bench or behind a cushion or something, Warren stepped to the 
counter to pay for our meal. He asked casually how much their bill had come to, 
the people before us, and the woman answered. It was only something like fifteen 
dollars. So he said to add it to his. The woman asked if we knew them or 
something, and he shook his head. It was the difference to her of having the meal 
come from her tips, so she didn’t say anything else about it. He signed for the 
bill, and we turned to leave just as the guy was coming back in fro the car empty-
handed, shaking his head across the room at his girlfriend. I could hear them 
chattering, panicking a little, as they went back to the counter, worried they 
might have to wash dishes or something to make up the meal. Warren didn’t even 
look back to see their faces through the glass when the lady at the counter told 
them they didn’t have to worry about it.  

“Why did you do that?”  We had walked a few blocks back toward the 
gym, where our cars were. He looked around himself, and at his hands. 

“Do what?” 
“Pay for those kids’ meal and then walk off.” 
“Oh. The girl looked like she had a rough day. I thought she was going to 

break down in tears. It wasn’t a hard thing to do, and it may have made her day a 
little better.” 

“Do you do it a lot?” 
“Buy people food? Eh. Not that I’ve noticed. I’m not looking to give 

away everything I own and live in the trees.” 
“So why this one? She wasn’t that cute.” 
“She had a shit day. I had a shit day, too, I sympathize. I could make hers 

better in less than a minute, so why not. I have enough money, it didn’t hurt me 
any.”  

“Did it make your day any better?” He smiled at me. 
“My day has been getting better for a while now.” 
“What was making it suck?” 
“I had to do a progress report to one of my superiors. They want to know 

how my people are doing, individually, and want me to pick a few to let go. I 
keep wondering how I keep finding myself in a position where I actually have to 
fire people; where an employee’s well being is in my hands. I’m not supposed to 
be that guy.” 
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“Why not? You seem to be good at it. If you’re anything at work like you 
are here, you’d be a good boss.” 

“It’s just not my style, I guess. It’s not something I really sought out. I 
didn’t go to school for it, didn’t ask for the promotions. I just get them because I 
do my job well. Doesn’t mean I’m suddenly the company man, and I want to cut 
costs for this quarter and give the rest of them incentives to work, you know? I’m 
still the guy I was when I signed up for the job in the first place.” 

“Did you finish it? The report thing” 
“Yeah. I did. They didn’t give me a lot of option, I had to have it done 

before I left tonight. Hence being late.” 
“What did you decide?” 
“I fired two, put two more on watch, to see if they can pull their work up 

a little.” 
“Did they both deserve it?” 
“I guess. One of them I wanted to fire. She makes a lot of mistakes, and 

refuses to take responsibility for them. Its always someone else’s fault. 
Meanwhile, she considers herself to be the best worker there, so she’s constantly 
trying to give her help to the others. Means I get even more mistakes from 
everyone. The other one I wouldn’t have fired, myself. I mean, she was 
annoying, and trashy, but she wasn’t a bad worker. She was picking things up 
fast. But she kept showing up early, and just kindof hanging out, talking on the 
phone loudly about her friends and sex and making jokes about drugs. One of my 
bosses overheard her and was appalled. There was no way around letting her go.” 

“So you did what you had to do. You’re the boss. Sometimes bosses 
have to fire people.” 

“I know. But its still something I’m not comfortable with. It doesn’t 
mean they didn’t need the jobs. And just because the one girl irritated the hell out 
of people isn’t a good reason to fire her, is it? She reminded me of the people I 
used to know in some ways, you know? From a small town, hanging out with 
people she went to school with still, no college, not a great education. Just a year 
since she was addicted to crystal meth, but serious about cleaning up, and still 
attending meetings. She was trying to be something better, and I waned to give 
her that chance.” 

So that was the guy who was bad with people. Acted like it was natural; 
of course he didn’t have friends or date; he just wasn’t a people person, he wasn’t 
terribly social, and he certainly wasn’t the nicest person in the world. And here 
he is, giving away food to the less fortunate, buying strangers dinner because 
they can’t find their money, worrying about firing one of his workers because he 
thought she should be given a better second chance, and brining me dark 
chocolate whenever someone brought it in to work, just because he knows I like 
it.  
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Whatever problems he may have had convincing himself or other people 
he was a good friend, we spent a lot of time talking. For at least an hour, three 
days a week, we would talk about our jobs and the people we worked with, and 
about traveling, and the weekends ahead and things to do, and life in general. A 
lot of my friends were coming up to visit from Montana, where they went to 
college, so I had all kinds of stories to tell about them. He spent a lot of his time 
at home, writing in his backyard. Working on another story. He gave me one, 
when I asked about the things he had written. He even signed it, and wrote a 
message to me, that he met so few people who’s opinions mattered, and he was 
really curious to know what I thought of the story, and he was so glad he started 
coming to this gym so he could meet me. It was one of his favorites, the one he 
gave me. He wasn’t as sure about the one he was working on, though. He was 
getting close to being done, and he still didn’t feel good about it. It was a neat 
concept, but he didn’t know how it would come together.  

He finally finished it, just a few days before that last night. It was one of 
the things we were talking about. 

“That’s incredible! What do you do now that you finished it?” 
“I don’t know. It’s always a problem I have, when I finish.” 
“Suddenly not having enough to do?” 
“Yeah. Like, lack of purpose. A twisted version of post-partim 

depression.” 
“But there’ll be more to write.” 
“Of course. More than I’d be able to write if I lived forever, I think. But I 

don’t know that I have that much energy.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Do you ever feel, when you paint, that you put little pieces of yourself 

into your work?” 
“Of course.” 
“Do you worry that you’re going to run out of pieces? That you’ll 

eventually give away all your memories and stories and secrets and emotions, 
until you don’t have any left?” 

“I don’t think so. It didn’t ever occur to me before, but, no. They’re still 
my memories, and I’ll always be able to make more.” 

“That’s what I tell myself. But I don’t really do things to make more 
memories. I meet some really neat people, but I don’t…connect with them. I 
don’t get close, really. Just enough to miss them when they go away. Not enough 
to make new stories, not enough to see them or have adventures.” 

“Why don’t you try to get closer?” 
“I do. But when you’re meeting someone who has a lot of friends 

already, their lives are pretty full. It’s a lot harder to break into the schedule. 
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There’s some, I don’t know, some trick or something to get in there. Some kind 
of dynamic energy you need to break into the boundary that I can’t seem to find.” 

“When you finish, you should go somewhere, do something. Make a 
point to have an adventure, or to travel, or something.” 

“I have work now, and we don’t really get days off. I hesitate to give up 
the money, even if I could find someone to fill in on the work, just because I 
never know how long I’m going to be able to make money like this.” 

“So you can’t leave the country or anything, but you could go out. Do 
something nearby, meet some people. Meet a girl. It might turn out you like sex 
enough to have it at least once a year or something.” 

“Do you think? I did tell myself I would go find a nice prostitute when I 
finished the story, but it turns out those girls are expensive. Especially if you 
want one that is now and always has been a woman.”  

“Go cheap. You said you were looking for an adventure, right?” 
“I have never really considered the sudden discovery of a dong to be a 

good adventure.” 
“Oh, you’re missing out. Some of my best adventures start out that way.” 
“Well, if you’re ever in the mood for another one, or your boyfriend, you 

know, falls off a cliff or something, you let me know.” 
“Ha. Okay. Deal.” 
“In the meantime, do you suppose you’d want to do something that isn’t 

dong-related to celebrate? See a show or a movie or go hiking or something?” 
“I do, but I can’t. I have to go to a friend’s birthday party tonight, and my 

friends are leaving next week, so they want to go to the beach this weekend. You 
know, try and make the most of the last week before they have to go back.” 

“Of course. Sounds like good times.”  
“Probably. So are you going to do anything to celebrate?” 
“I don’t know. Most likely rent some movies and drink a little.” 
“Well, It’s not a bad start.” 
“Sorry, by the way, for the way I sound tonight. I’m getting a little 

whiny, I know.”  
“It’s not whining. Its just how you feel.” 
“It is how I feel, but it’s also whining, and you have better things to do 

than to listen to me bitch.” 
“I like the way you bitch. It’s interesting.” 
“Ah, Ashleigh, if only you were single. Been looking for a girl like you 

since I was six, you know.”  
“If only. You’ll find other girls like me though. There are lots of us.” 
“Not so many as you might think. And you all have boyfriends who 

aren’t me.” 
“Not all of us.” 
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“All the ones I’ve seen. Not that you don’t make great friends. It’s just 
frustrating, after every dozen or so.” 

“I’m sorry. I’ll happen. All you’d need us someone to read your writing. 
I think that’d bring someone in right there.” 

“Maybe. Not enough people read them though. And waiting for a few 
more years just to meet another really great girl who has a boyfriend already is 
another one of those things I don’t know how many more of I can take.” 

“It’ll happen. I know it.” 
He watched me a moment, and then we started talking about something 

else. And after twenty more minutes, I realized I was already pretty late for the 
party, so I had to leave. So he told me to have a good time and said goodnight.  

And that was it. That was the last time I saw Warren. He stopped 
showing up, and I couldn’t find him, and I assumed maybe I said something that 
offended him until I finally ran into his friend who told me what had happened. 
He told me where the funeral as going to be, and it turned out he would have 
called me for it in a few days anyway.  

Warren had some pretty specific instructions about his funeral. He left a 
letter for everyone; little notes and memories and stories to tell them. He told me 
that he hadn’t met anyone whose company and conversation he enjoyed so much 
in a very, very long time. He was happy that he had been given a chance to know 
me, and while we weren’t the closest of friends, and hadn’t known each other 
terribly long, he thought the world of me, and cared very much about me. I could 
almost hear the part that wasn’t written; the part where he pointed out that 
watching another girl he cared about stay distant and eventually walk away was 
something he couldn’t do again. So he did the only thing he could. He walked 
away first, from everything.  

There was food of all kinds, and free drinks, and music. The will said it 
should be as much like a party as humanly possible. His body was cremated, and 
put into little pouches for everyone. We were told to take it, and mix it with soil, 
and then plant something. A tree, a bush. Something hearty that would follow us 
around, or give us shade. That way he could always be growing, and stay near to 
us all. So even though he was gone, he could give us fruit, or swings, or 
whatever. He also had requested that his final book be printed up so we could all 
have a copy. Any money his family eventually managed to make selling his 
books was to be split among us, portions going to whomever needed it the most, 
but a little bit for everyone. I haven’t read my copy yet. It’s hard to do. The last 
one was great, and his dad is making more copies for me of the others. Not 
because he wanted to, I don’t think, but because it was in the requests he left. I 
know I’ll read them eventually. But when I think of them now, I think about all 
that he put into them, and how much he wished he had someone to share them 
with, when he was done. And I can’t share with him what I think, or celebrate 
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with him. I just keep seeing him, with a stack of books, all alone. And I don’t like 
that image. Because I was just getting to know Warren, and I still liked him. He 
was a great guy. He was fun. He was adventurous, even if he didn’t manage to 
act on it more. And when I read his words… 

He’s gone. He makes me feel these things, but then he’s gone. There’s 
nothing I can do about it. I can’t go back in time and tell him how these things 
make me feel. I can’t clap my hands and bring him back. He said that he was 
frustrated writing, because he wrote and nobody cared, nobody read it, so what 
was the point? But now I have his books. I want to read them I love what I see 
when I flip through them. But every one is a piece of Warren. The more I read, 
the more I know him, and the closer I feel to him. The more I care. But if I’m 
getting to know someone, or getting close to someone who isn’t here, then what’s 
the point? 

Even if the words in those books were enough to make me love him, but 
he isn’t here, then what’s the point?   
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A Word from the Author 
 
I have a strange relationship with this story. Like most of the things I 

write, it was born out of a collection of unrelated ideas that ended up fitting 
together in a way that tickled me, or inspired me, and you’re holding the result. 
In this case, I was fascinated by the different sides of people. How someone takes 
on a display persona when they’re working, which is different than the way they 
act then they’re out in a bar with their friends, or having dinner with their 
families. Each of these faces a person wears is still them, it’s just a different 
arrangement of their different characteristics to give the appearance they think 
they should. Which means the only way to see someone completely is to watch 
them in as many different environments as possible. Even then, are they acting 
the way they would without you? How do they act then they’re alone? What 
formed in my mind was the idea that, if you could make the impression you leave 
on every individual a physical thing, it would be part of a mold. Like a clear 
footprint in the mud or a fingerprint, or those little hand-print decorations we all 
made for our parents at camp or in school; a little piece of the earth outlining 
where we were. The only way to get a full impression of who a person is, would 
be to go to everyone who knew them, and put their different impressions 
together. A simple idea, and the genesis of this story. 

The problems for me came when I was putting it together with other 
ideas. I was sitting with a friend of mine once over drinks, talking about the past 
in that misty way that alcohol tends to bring out in the both of us, and I realized 
that we had been telling each other the same stories for years. Never complete 
tales, certainly short of being our autobiographies, just the same anecdotes and 
incidents. Slowly, I began to wonder if I should purge myself of these stories. To 
get out all those little clips that I seemed to be storing up for so long, find a place 
for them to be watched over safely, and free myself of having to tell them 
anymore. Two ideas that seemed to fit together well. Toss in a main character 
who didn’t exist outside of the minds of those around them (which fit very well, 
since having a mold of someone isn’t as impressive when you have that person, 
too), and an interest in telling stories from several different points of view, and 
we had what would become this story.  

So where does the problem come from? I had a concept and a handful of 
anecdotes, and I needed to build a frame for them. What I came up with was 
Warren, a young man of 22 who’d decided to take his own life. With Warren, I 
had a character who was gone, and which would bring together all the different 
people in his life. Setting him up as a snapshot of the day I had the idea, any 
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stories from my own life before that moment were fair game. Lists were made of 
anecdotes I could remember telling with any frequency, and as I returned to those 
late night drinking and bullshitting sessions, I remembered all the topics that 
came up; the adventures and the people. By themselves, not enough for a story, 
but I could turn several people into one, twist experiences with three different 
teachers into the reminiscent tale of a single college professor. Still not a problem 
yet? Here it is: I have a story, comprised in good part of little moments between 
myself and those around me, which I am blending and restacking to create the 
life of Warren, similar to me and yet by no means not representative of me, and I 
have to put his life together in such a way that it doesn’t seem odd when he kills 
himself. How much sense would it make for Warren to have a happy life up until 
the day he decides to kill himself? For a while I toyed with him dying in some 
kind of accident, but accidents and illnesses always color people’s opinions of 
the deceased so much; a simple-minded jackass who didn’t have the sense NOT 
to go swimming off the rocks at night becomes some kind of beloved hero. 
Everyone’s opinions of the character should even out, between those who miss 
him, those who disliked him, and those who just didn’t care, which means it 
HAD to be a suicide.  

This means anyone who knows me is going to recognize at least a 
handful of things that happened from my life assigned to a man who killed 
himself. People I know are going to recognize pieces of themselves in the 
characters, through the interactions, and be upset at the changes and fictions 
coming from the amalgamation of the different characters. To someone who 
doesn’t know me, the story will be taken as I wrote it; a fictional story with little 
nuggets from my own life. However, the more someone knows me, the more 
they’re going to wonder about it, the more questions I’m going to hear: 

“Do you really think of me that way?” 
“I never did that!” 
“Are you that depressed? Are you thinking about killing yourself RIGHT 

NOW?” 
The answer to all of them is “No.” 
Thinking about those questions while writing the story caught me up 

more than I’d have liked. Even as I set the words to paper, I could hear the voices 
of the people who would take that part the wrong way, could see the faces of 
someone who thought a particular character was supposed to represent them 
watching me with hatred. The distraction caused hiccups in the writing 
throughout, and lost my focus on the story as a whole a few times. This is the 
third draft of this particular story, and to be perfectly honest there are still things 
I’d like to change.  

Each chapter was written by itself, with no thought to order, so the 
original version had no flow. I have since cleaned up the prose, taking out some 
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of the voice from chapters that were supposed to indicate the speech patterns of 
people who don’t read very often, but ended up being confusing. And for all the 
touching up I did, there is still the uneasiness every time someone who’ll 
recognize pieces of the book from the stories I’ve told over the years, and the 
pieces of me in Warren. To them, I just want to say: No, I am not Warren, and 
the character talking about him isn’t you. They are just two people who shared a 
moment similar to one we shared, and which led them on different paths through 
their lives. The work itself is still fiction, and you’re going to have to get used to 
the idea of me being around for longer than dear Warren. 
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About the Author 

Seriously, people. The author doesn’t really like talking about 

himself. If you’re reading this, then you probably already 

KNOW the author, because it’s not like the damn thing has been 

published or anything. 

He’s from the Northwest so he’s pale, will never throw out his 

flannel, and thinks getting good tea from a fancy coffee shop is 

one of his most basic human rights. He hates you if you think 

otherwise. From what he would call the nature of him being what 

he is, the author doesn’t work very well as a functioning member 

of society. This means he has no money most of the time, finds it 

extremely difficult to find a job, and just this side of impossible 

to find a date. Most of his days are spent with fictional characters 

and laptops and blank paper. Inanimate objects know him better 

than most people. At this point, he is barely stable most of the 

time, mutters a lot, and suffers from almost constant headaches 

that he is convinced are the result of a brain tumor, mostly 

because he saw himself die of one in dreams, and has been 

waiting for it for years. He knows you don’t believe him, but 

you’re not a doctor, are you? If you are, then he would like you 

to scan his brain for free. If not, then he considers his opinion 

just as valid as yours. He trusts his dreams. His dreams bring him 

stories and people to talk to and touch. He shaves because his 

dreams say so. 

 

The author also likes pie. You should bring him pie. 
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