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Clayton 1 

Family Values 

 My parents always raised me to be a good Jewish boy. Always respect the Sabbath. On 

that day I should never work. Never buy. Never sell. Try being a good Jewish boy in an 

American society. In truth, it’s hard to take a stand sometimes. 

 Even now, I’m sitting outside Starbucks with an Americano gently stewing in some 

recycled cardboard cup. It’s the Sabbath, but that hardly deters the masses of people coming to 

pay their respects to the last dollars in their wallets.  

 Even through the hordes, I can only see one girl. Her eyes slice the path down the center 

of the cluster of bodies - buying, selling. I wonder if she is thinking the same thing as I am, but 

those eyes. I know it hasn’t crossed her mind. Everything seems focused on me, which brings 

every emotion but happiness.  

 I would feel blended into the background of consumerism, but I feel it’s just she and I 

right now. “Rebecca, I know I’m not like them,” I whisper to the warm coffee cup cradled 

between my hands. 

 They say that you hate your own little evils portrayed in someone else, whether it’s a pet 

peeve or something worse. Personally, I’d take that over having to live over every one of my 

faults in every hour of my existence - months of her innocence and purity bringing my evils to 

light at every turn. It would ease the pain away if she would have sex with me at least once. 

That’s the foremost of my sins though, the cause of much of her anger. Another hint of darkness 

inked straight onto my soul for everyone to judge me for. 

 It’s all just a little more gray for my parents to see. 
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 I light a cigarette. She’s still across the street, but the bits of emotion running down her 

face are glimmering from the sunlight. I can see them from here. Perhaps this is my chance to 

“reform my ways” and be a good Jew again. That’s what my parents would whisper into my ear 

if they were sitting next to me right now, watching me violate Sabbath and blow smoke off into 

the distance.  

 Ema would grab the cigarette from between my fingers and snuff it out in the ashtray 

with a look of betrayal while she coached me on my evil ways. Abba would hardly care since he 

had smoked for ten years before quitting on my first birthday. He would tell me to search my 

soul and feel what is truly right for me.  

 Maybe these horrible breakups were the very reason he repeated that so often. After my 

first time, it was just a vicious cycle of lust. One after another, each girl got easier, because each 

girl was worse than the last. I tried so hard, Abba. I was broken by Christy after denying her sex. 

You remember her? That was four years ago. Try growing up in my shoes in today’s world. I 

watched pornography for the first time on your computer when I was fifteen and then spent the 

next two days trying to get rid of the evidence. You’ll never know. 

 Try having a relationship after sixteen and not having sex. Abba, you should be proud I 

made it to twenty. 

* 

 “Dad. Mom. I’d like you to meet Christy. This is the girl I’ve told you so much about.”

 The gaze that I got back made my blood chill. I wished I hadn’t brought her over at all 
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now. Mom looked over with a dirty dish in her hand, the scrubbing motion like a human 

metronome. Dad looked up from his paper enough to say a polite, “Nice to meet you.” 

 My hand closed a little harder over Christy’s as I pulled her towards my room. “We’re 

going to my room, okay dad?” 

 “Okay,” he said, barely audible over the rustle of another page turning. 

 The door closing behind us a second later brought a little relief. I personally wished I 

could have constructed a concrete barrier, soundproofed my room. I didn’t want a repeat 

performance of last week’s meal, complete with my mother yelling the word “Goy,” over and 

over.  

 Christy was already sprawled on the bed, eyes locked on my every movement. I lay next 

to her and kissed her tenderly on her forehead. 

 When she looked up into my eyes though, I could see the same seductive gaze that had 

greeted me for two months. I knew exactly what was on her mind. 

 “Can we skip on the kissing today, babe, and just watch a movie? I’m a little paranoid in 

my parents’ house. They could walk in at any second.” 

 Her eyes widened, and an eyebrow went high on her forehead. “You wish. I want.”  

 She pulled me down to her lips by the collar of my shirt and rolled me onto my back 

faster than I believed a girl of her short stature could manage. Her tongue forced its way into my 

mouth and her hand spidered its way down, searching for signs of arousal, her invitation to keep 

advancing. 
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 “You are the best kisser ever,” she managed to moan out between our lips being 

vacuumed-suctioned together. 

 I wish I could have believed that, but I personally knew her history backwards and 

forwards in great detail. It was a stiff competition to say the very least. 

 “Fuck me right here, baby, right under your parents’ noses. I have wanted you since I 

first saw you. You don’t want to go to college a virgin, do you?” 

* 

 You should be proud of me, Abba. I resisted that night and it took every bit of me to do 

it. When I moved three hundred miles away to college, still trying to keep the little bit of the 

relationship going, she fucked two guys, gave another a blow job, and a hand job to a fourth – 

that I know of. 

 A heart breaking is a cliché, but I think the person who came up with this particular 

cliché had something going for him.  

 “Why did you ask me to come here, Eli?” I look up and Rebecca is staring down at me. It 

must have been the Hebrew pronunciation that brought it about, but my mind heard Ema’s voice 

at first. 

 “I wanted to see you somewhere on both of our terms,” I say, snapping out of my own 

mind. I know it’s a lie. I just don’t want her to make a scene and anywhere private could mean 

hours locked in a futile argument. 

 She sits across from me and leans forward. I look away, unwilling to see the judgment 

that’s been grafted to her gaze lately. 
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 “So, what do you want to talk about? I don’t know what’s been going on with you lately. 

You haven’t returned my calls. You haven’t come to class in a week. Even your friends don’t 

know where you are. What is going on? I want to help.” 

 Every sentence is a shot to the chest. I expected as much, but that doesn’t change the fact 

that I’ve been drowning myself in a twelve-pack a night. Something about an inner dialogue kills 

all desire for a healthy social life. 

 I stare down to my coffee and something in me wishes I didn’t know the real answer to 

her question. “I don’t know. I’m having some troubles right now. I’ve needed some time to think 

about things.” 

 “What things do you have to think about?” Her voice rises slightly and I glance around to 

see if anyone looks over. Maybe coming here wasn’t the smartest thing for me to do. 

Desperation breeds rash actions for the female species. Maybe the males too, but I hadn’t figured 

that part out yet. 

* 

 When I was a child, my parents never let me celebrate Halloween. It was a pagan holiday 

with too many horrible symbols and no relation to Adonai and his works. They said that there 

was nothing redeeming about it. One year of suffering and reconsidering my own morals after 

my bitch ex-girlfriend slashing everything I knew and I had been thinking about relationships 

ever since. Maybe Halloween was suitable for this situation then. Twenty years to take the first 

step into grey. 
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 My Tarzan costume was already entwined with Sarah’s tiny pink bunny ears and a small 

piece of fabric that I couldn’t mentally fit back onto the frame of the naked woman was splayed 

out on the floor. I could smell the musk coming off her, though some of the aroma was mixed 

together with the twenty-some concoctions that we had each drunk out of red plastic cups and 

little glass shots. 

 I had caught her eye two hours before and each of us had sent “eye fucks” back and forth 

for an hour before talking. 

 What an aptly named facial expression. What foreshadowing. A simple conversation was 

all that was needed afterwards. 

 “You like hockey?” 

 “You enjoy Fight Club? 

 “You like doggy style as well?” 

 The last question was answered with a lie since I was a virgin, but alcohol speaks louder 

than words. Sex is begotten by speech acts and I had to act the part.  

 As I gazed at this woman’s naked body, I could feel my conscience trying to surface over 

a resolute barrier of booze and a hard-on. There was no question though. The Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Evil had been made flesh, and the flesh is what my body had been 

craving. 

 Oh Adonai, why had you kept this away from my sight? 

*** 
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 Good and Evil. That is what I want to tell Rebecca I’m thinking about, but instead I only 

shake my head. I have no words that will ease her frustration. I know, because I would be angry 

too. 

 “Is it because I won’t,” Rebecca looks down at her ever-moving fingers. “Is it because I 

won’t have sex with you, Eli? I’ve heard you talk about other women. I’ve heard it from my 

friends and yours. I assumed it was because you were just a regular guy, but is it really that 

important to you?” 

 Her eyes show clarity and it’s easy to see she wants a different answer than I’m capable 

of giving. 

 “I don’t know, Rebecca. It’s a lot to go from having sex every day to none at all.” My 

eyes glance down to her breasts that I’ve felt, but never seen. “I can’t wait for years until we get 

married, if we get married.” 

 The last little bit was meant to be barely audible, but Rebecca’s eyes were already 

squinting inwards and the tears had already started their flow. True tears. Real pain contorts her 

face and floods from her eyes, angry red from the careless abrasion spewing from my mouth.  

 “How could you say that, Eli? If? Do I really mean that little to you?” Her words are 

barely choked past the gasping and sniffling, trying to keep her emotions from spilling from 

multiple orifices. 

 There’s no choice but to wait for her to collect herself while people stare, gossiping 

amongst themselves about how shitty a person I probably am. 
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 When I had talked to my mother after the eighth failed relationship, I had seen the same 

look of pain. 

 “Eli, Adonai set down these rules for a reason. A very good reason at that,” Ema told me 

the day we had our heart to heart. “There are moral repercussions and spiritual ones. I’m not 

going to ask you how many people you’ve slept with, but I know you have.” 

 Silence was a dead giveaway.   

 “Do you know I had an abortion?” 

 Our eyes made contact and hers became the same as Rebecca’s are now. 

 “Before your father, there was another man and we broke the rules as well. He was a goy 

and we were still young and stupid. I regret the choice to this very second.” 

 The tears seemed like little pieces of her soul that she was sharing with me for the first 

time ever. I had never seen my mother this way. 

 “You could have had another brother or sister. He or she would be older than you and 

already graduated with a full life. However, in my all-knowing wisdom, I got an abortion.” 

 A pause to collect the pieces of herself she had scattered. She placed a hand on my 

shoulder and I could feel the shared emotions. 

 “Baruch Hashem, I met your father and I thank Adonai every day that I have come back 

and birthed three loving children that bless his name every day.” 

 It was one of the few times I cried in front of either parent. 

 I only wish I could bless Adonai’s name. 



Clayton 9 

 It’s a little hard to see anything through the nightly drunken haze that blurs everything 

from thoughts to feelings in the extremities. My parents always said to avoid excessive drinking. 

They said it gets in the way of studies and leads people down paths that will only bring strife and 

turmoil.  

 Everyone has a breaking point. Mine just happens to be moments of clarity and horniness 

ten beers deep. 

 “Rebecca, I don’t think I can do this. I can’t hold in this much pain anymore or cause you 

pain. I feel like scrap metal, jumbled together into a nonsensical mess and I’m going to destroy 

you if I keep this up.” 

 She looks up from being buried inside her jacket. “I’m just like you, Eli. We’re both 

Jewish. We’re both in college. We go through the same things and I can help you. Let me help 

you, Eli, please.” 

 “We’re too much alike, Rebecca. Don’t you see that? Nothing is right and we get in these 

meaningless fights. I don’t want to keep going in circles with you.” 

 “Damnit, Eli. They’re all about sex anyway.” Heads turn. 

* 

 “Abba. Ema. I’d like you to meet Rebecca.” 

 My mom rushed forward with open arms and my dad stood from his chair, waiting his 

turn to greet this new woman in my life. 
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 “Oh, yofi! Rivka, we’ve heard so much about you,” my mom fired off, dragging her into 

the kitchen after a hurried introduction by my father. I heard my mom insisting on something or 

other as I was left, face to face with my father. 

 “Good job, son. Your mother yaps on and on about finding you a good Jewish girlfriend. 

Personally, I was praying to Adonai just so that it would shut her up.” His grey beard lifted with 

a smile and his giant belly shook with laughter. 

 I smiled back and nodded. “Yeah, she’s great. We’re getting along really well.” I could 

taste the five-beer pre-game stinking from the back of my throat. 

 My father’s eyes squinted slightly and my blood chilled, hoping he didn’t discover my 

inebriation. “Are you all right, son? You look your a cat has been sleeping on your face every 

night. I know you’ve got a lot on your plate for your last year, but you should take little breaks 

every once in a while. Come see us more.” 

 Tired is right; schoolwork being the cause, wrong. I hadn’t slept sober for a couple of 

nights. I wasn’t sure why my mind wouldn’t rest enough to let me sleep. I looked to the ground, 

making out patterns of faces smiling up at me from the rug my parents bought in Israel last year. 

They weren’t nice smiles. I felt as if the very walls and floor were judging me, having felt the 

slight wobbles in my steps. 

 “I’m fine, Dad. Don’t worry about me. I just have a lot to do right now and a lot on my 

mind?” 

 “Like what?” he asked. 
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 My eyes barely made contact with my father’s before tracing along the patterns of the 

floor once more, “Did you ever feel like you’re not really headed in the right path? I feel like I’m 

not really getting anywhere, no matter what I accomplish.” 

 I looked up to see the beginnings of a comforting smile, “Eli, you’re in college. Three 

years and you have made us so proud. Don’t put so much pressure on yourself. The journey is 

what you make it.” 

 The smile on his face looked like he knew more than he did and it made me 

uncomfortable. “Yeah” was the only response I could force out. 

 “Don’t worry, Eli. You’ll find your place soon enough. Just live your life right now and 

try to follow in Adonai’s steps the best you can. Whatever you do, son,” he stood and wrapped 

his arms over my shoulders in an embrace, “we’re proud and you should remember that.” 

 My mother and Rebecca began to bring in the plates full of food. 

  They loved Rebecca so much. They talked about all the good things she was doing. I 

could feel remorse and shame cut into the back of my head from invisible eyes. I hardly looked 

up from my plate except to nod and give fake smiles when my dad made a joke or my mom 

asked if I liked the roast. Every time I accidentally made eye contact I felt my stomach tighten up 

as I thought about how much I had betrayed their trust. 

*** 

 I can’t keep staring into this one-way mirror of everything I’ve done wrong. I feel there is 

no getting away from it all. I don’t want to try that hard to be “right” in their eyes. 
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 I can see her eyes sending that same stare right now. She wants to know what’s wrong. 

She wants to know how to make things “right.” Is it possible to make things right at this point? If 

we have sex, I would be destroying something beautiful and pure. If we don’t, I’m going to slit 

my wrists in the next month. I want to live my fucking life. I always thought there should be a 

clause in the Torah that said, “All these rules can and shall be ignored for a period of one to four 

years while under the age of twenty three in order to experience the fullness of the celebration of 

Adonai.” Or something like that. 

 “We need to have sex to make this relationship work. I need to experience this with you. 

I want to be close to you and really know you.” This is a lie and I know it from the second the 

words started to form in my brain. “If you can’t bring yourself to do it with me one time, I’m 

leaving.”  

 Rebecca’s eyes flash in anger, “What? That’s the most bullshit ultimatum I’ve ever 

heard. You can have your sex. I’m leaving you.” The you carried the most emphasis and another 

source of shame for what I’d become.  

 “I’m just asking you, Rebecca. It’s not like this one time is going to corrupt your soul. 

Look at me. I’m not banished from God’s sight.” 

 Rebecca stands and her head quivers with rage. She turns to leave, but at the last second 

she turns back and leans forward, inches from my own face. “You know what your mom talked 

to me about in the kitchen when she met me two weeks ago?” 

 I shake my head. There’s no alternative to judgment in a field of anger. 
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 “She told me that she was so proud of you for living up to her standards for you. She was 

proud that you had fixed yourself and truly come back into the light of Adonai.” I can see a tear 

starting to branch down her cheeks, though her gaze loses none of the emotional frenzy that has 

built up for months. She stands and pushes in her chair, “She said she was proud, Eli. I wouldn’t 

be. You’re scum for forcing this on me.” 

 Like a person jumping back from a burn, I’m up faster than I can register. The chair 

makes a clatter as it skids back into the others, turning eyes toward the two of us, though I could 

care less. “You are just the same as them, Rebecca. You all just judge and judge like I’m not 

living up to this bullshit greater good that has been pushed on me from the second I could 

pronounce a word.” 

 She steps back as I step forward, my finger inches from her face, shaking from the 

cocktail of adrenaline, nicotine, and caffeine that’s raging through my veins. 

 I see a man to the left edging himself out of his chair as if I would think about laying a 

hand on Rebecca. I take a deep breath, trying to force in clean air like it would somehow 

dissipate the anger. “We’re through, Rebecca. I’m going to be myself and you’re going to be 

forgotten. If my parents have a problem with that, then fuck them too.” 

 “Fine.” Her lips are quivering as she wipes the tears from her face. “Fuck you, Eli,” she 

says as turns and disappears into the crowd. 

 It’s the first time I had ever heard her cuss. I fish a cigarette from my pocket and take a 

long drag. Her words echo in my ears, “I wouldn’t be.” The smoke outlines the words in a haze 
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of gray. Why couldn’t I just look in her eyes and be content. Why do I still look in the mirror and 

shake my head, even though the same person stares back every time. 

 I should have looked deeper into that person’s eyes and seen the difference in motives.  

 I can’t be with Rebecca. The light reveals the gray that has taken over.  

 My parents always said to take responsibility for your actions. “They’re your own after 

all, yeled. You chose to do them.” I can’t help but wonder if they’ve ever stared at a mirror and 

seen how they look when they cry. 

 As I walk away from the strangers’ eyes that are still focused on me, I lose myself in the 

coming blur of dusk.  
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Reptile Specialist 

 “Enter the Shelley’s,” Bill said, catching a bit of cherry juice that dripped down to his 

chin. Shannon and Ian had just pulled up in their minivan, complete with its modest white sticker 

with “Reptile Specialists” in bold at the top and the phone number right under it. Bill popped the 

last piece of fruit into his mouth and listened intently as the doors of the car opened for the 

telltale signs of another fight. 

 As Shannon stepped out and strapped her baby to her chest with a sling, he could already 

hear Ian yelling something or other about a Social Security number. “Yep, it’s going to be one of 

those days,” Bill said to himself, standing to let the couple through to the door. 

 “You know our baby doesn’t even exist without that number, Shannon. If you don’t get 

the papers, we’re in for a lot of shit,” Ian yelled as he unlocked door, his three-year-old in tow. 

 “Ian, I spent five hours yesterday trying to get the goddamn papers. The midwife said she 

would try to help. We fucking went over this last night. We don’t go to church. We don’t use a 

day care. I need one paper to take to the Social Security office besides the birth certificate.” 

 The high pitched yells were replaced with the smell of putrefying animal feces and stale 

sweat as the family of four entered. Bill followed, embracing the smell that greeted him five days 

a week (he could do nothing else). There were certain things he just had to accept in working for 

the independent pet store. It wouldn’t even have been that bad if it was just reptiles, but the mice, 

rats, and rabbits were needed to feed the pets of the store and the customers’ pets alike. 

Mammals smell like shit. He had learned that much for sure.  
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 He did his regular check of food and water for the feeders and found the source of the 

more-putrid-than-usual smell. “Shannon, did you feed the mice last night before you left?” 

 Shannon waddled in from the front as only one carrying a twenty pound baby can do. 

“I’m pretty sure I did w-.” A look into the bin and she saw exactly why Bill had been suspicious. 

Ten mice were already bloated from an early death the previous night and the rest were huddled 

around eight half-eaten ones, thought it was impossible to tell just how many had been 

cannibalized. Most of the dead ones were already stripped to their upper torsos and Bill 

wondered why mice always started their cannibal act from the head-down. “Sorry, Bill. Can you 

clean that out for me?” 

 “Sure.” That’s all Bill could say as he got out the dustpan and began throwing out the 

dead mice with the hay bedding, flicking off the ones who tried to burrow their way into the 

disgusting bedding in fear.  

 Normally, he would start grunting and kicking little things to show his frustration at his 

bosses’ ignorance, but today was a little different; it was his birthday, the one day that he got a 

call from his daughter and, though it wasn’t much of a call, he looked forward to it since it was 

his last little contact with a life that had mostly disappeared for him. Also, he had taken a few 

shots on the bike ride over to the store to celebrate his fifty-third. The rest of the pint was stashed 

in a flask in his pants’ pocket. 

 After the least favorite part of his day was done, Bill headed into the front of the store, 

past the breeder boxes, boarding reptiles, and cricket bins, giving the cricket bin a little kick to 

shut up the insects’ incessant chirping for two seconds as was his habit. He had to stop on the 
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way to the front to pick up Shannon’s baby, who was slowly crawling to the back, unsupervised 

as usual. 

 Shannon was misting the front cages, but she stopped to flash Bill a smile for grabbing 

her baby. The three-year-old, Lizzy, was holding her favorite baby rat, which was spared 

because she had grown attached to it this past week. As he placed the baby on the floor by 

Shannon, he noticed Lizzy pulling the rat up to her face by the tail, caressing it with her face 

while it squirmed to get away. 

 “Sorry about the mice, Bill. We had a really busy night last night,” Shannon said, taking 

a break from her fight while Ian was distracted counting out the till. 

 Bill shrugged and winked back. “It’s no problem. I’ll just smell a little bit worse tonight 

when I go home.” 

 Shannon examined the eighty gallon tank with her three Bearded Dragons as she sprayed 

them down, “Hey, can you dig through the Bearded’s tank? I saw Ava digging last night and the 

sand is shifted to one side.” 

 Bill joined her, bending over to get on eye level with the three lizards, who were staring 

at him with a curious expression. It wasn’t that their eyes looked any different. He just had a 

tendency to personify his little friends depending on the situation. 

 As he sifted through the sand looking for Ava’s stockpile of eggs, he thought about the 

home that the little guys would have when they popped out of their shells two weeks in the 

future. Negligent children yelling and screaming at their lizards, making mommy and daddy take 

care of the fast growing reptiles, one inch turned to twenty in only eight months. It wasn’t two 
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days ago that Shannon’s own brat Lizzy pulled off the tail of one the Schneider’s skinks. It 

would grow back, but it never quite looked the same. 

 “Jackpot! Got them, Shannon.” Bill counted out twenty-two eggs, laying them carefully 

into a Tupperware bin he had retrieved from the back and lined with moist dirt. He was careful 

not to drop a single one since the embryo anchored to one side. If he accidentally flipped an egg, 

the future lizard would drown in the shell’s own vital fluids. 

 He still would have picked taking care of all twenty-two lizards than one snot-nosed 

child. Lizzy was a selfish brat, as most her age were, and the Shelleys’ difficulties registering the 

one-year-old just emphasized the difficulty of having a child in. Even Bill’s daughter, who was 

almost thirty, still hadn’t even grown up enough to discuss her own issues with her father. He 

tended to ignore the fact that his once-a-year conversations with his daughter were rather 

superficial, but looking at Shannon’s own tikes sometimes made him realize how much he 

missed being close with her. 

 As he placed the Tupperware container into their makeshift incubator, he whispered to 

the little ovals, “Sleep well, you guys. See you in a couple weeks.” In his mind, “It’s a lot easier 

in there than out here,” echoed rather loudly. 

# 

 At eleven the store was officially open and Bill could already see two cars parked outside 

with people waiting to come in. Shannon and Ian had left to grab bigger rabbits for one of their 

snakes and some greens for the herbivores. Bill reached into his pocket and grabbed the pint. He 

knocked back another two shots, thinking that maybe he should have upgraded to a pint of 
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Vodka that cost more than three dollars for his birthday, but the two hundred dollars a week 

paycheck didn’t allow for much more. 

 As he went to the front, unlocking the glass and barred doors, a forty-something couple 

came strolling in with their child, followed by two teenagers in a separate party. 

 He watched the people do the usual walk around, checking what was new and ogling the 

exotic animals before coming to ask him for their feeders. Of course, the couple with their kid 

stopped at the turtles and told him that they were getting out, because they had climbed up onto 

the wood railing to look around at people and try to escape (as usual and always unsuccessfully). 

Of course, the teenagers asked him what the big snakes eat. Rabbits and chickens. Of course, 

after the turtle fell over from failing yet again to escape, the parents asked Bill if he should help 

him get off his back.  

 This question tended to piss him off more than anything. “What do you think they do in 

the wild? If they couldn’t flip themselves over, they would die pretty fast, don’t you think?” 

 The man laughed, clearly missing the sarcasm inherent in the words. The teenagers asked 

for a mouse and a rat for their pet snakes and the couple got three dozen crickets for a bearded 

dragon. Bill knew this because he had to listen to countless stories about reptiles he already 

knew everything about from every single client. Bill tried not to roll his eyes at the couple 

throwing a weird sneer at the brown lunch bags holding the mouse and the rat. If he asked what 

the look was for, he was sure he’d get the same sob story about how they could never kill a live 

animal like that. Bill wondered if beef was what was for dinner or crickets weren’t animals. 
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 “Fucking hypocrites,” Bill said as soon as the door closed behind the groups of people. 

He pulled out his flask again and drained another shot, sitting at the computer to check the news 

feed. 

 Minutes passed. Right at eleven thirty, a candy-red Miata pulled up and a five foot ten 

inch D-cup walked into the store. The overall measurements were Bill’s guess, but one would 

trust him considering how much he stared every time she came in. Wednesdays at eleven thirty. 

Clock work for two months. 

 “Hi Barbara. How can I help you today, hon?” 

 If Bill hadn’t been so pinned by his own sexist habits, he may have realized what it meant 

when there was a small twitch in Barbara’s face  every time he called her hon, sweetie, honeypie. 

“The usual, Bill. Thank you.” Barbara circled the tanks as Bill grabbed six dozen large crickets. 

Barbara stalled, looking over at a four-foot lizard that was sprawled out on his bedding, fast 

asleep. “Is this guy new?” 

 As Bill saw Barbara bending down towards the tank, his eyes came to rest right on the 

woman’s ass. “Yeah, but it’s a she and she is adorable.” 

 Bill stapled the bag of six dozen crickets and set it on top of a cage so he could join 

Barbara. “Let me show you.” As he slid open the cage door, the lizard awoke with a startle that 

startled Barbara in turn. “Don’t worry, he wouldn’t hurt a fly. Black and White Argentine Tegu. 

Naturally tame.” He grabbed the twelve pound lizard and sat Indian-style with its head resting on 

his lap.  

 “Touch it.” 
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 Barbara knelt, reaching hesitantly towards the lizard, which could easily break every 

bone in her hand with one bite. The lizard closed its eyes and arched its back as a cat would as 

the two caressed it. “She’s so tame. I knew that bearded dragons were this nice, but wow, this is 

crazy. It’s like a little puppy or something.” 

 “You’d be surprised at how gentle most of the things in here are, even though they look 

quite ferocious at times.” As Bill let the lizard go to roam the store a little bit, he looked to 

Barbara, trying to see if she had caught the double meanings of his statements to no avail. 

He crossed to the Burmese Python cage a couple steps to the right, Rapunzel was already 

moving about her cage. As he slid the door open, the fourteen foot snake slithered out and rested 

her head on Bill’s outstretched arm. He petted the snake’s head and beckoned Barbara to step 

closer, “Come on, she wouldn’t hurt a fly.” 

 Barbara crossed her arms and leaned farther away. “Sorry Bill, but that’s where I draw 

the line. I can’t bring myself to touch something that could kill me.” 

 Bill laughed and tucked Rapunzel’s head back into her cage, shutting her back in. “I 

understand. It took me a while before I was comfortable enough to do that. We had tons of these 

in Vietnam and we found one coiled under my friend Yoni’s bunk one time. Six months there 

and you’ll see all kinds of crazy things.” 

 “Oh, I’m sure, Bill.” 

 “Yeah, I met my wife there twenty-five years ago today, my birthday actually. She was a 

nurse and we hit it off quick.” 

 “Oh, happy birthday.” 
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 “Thanks. We had a daughter a couple years later. You remind me a little of her, 

actually.” 

 Barbara nodded, shuffling her feet uncomfortably, “Well, I hope the rest of your day goes 

well.” 

 Bill rang up Barbara and watched her leave.  

 “So much for talking, I guess,” he said, going back to the computer.  

* 

 Lunch time. Second worst time of the day. Bill put his burrito into the microwave 

between getting crickets for the hungry pets of customers. Most of the time, whatever food he 

would bring would get cold as he had to deal with customers. 

  He didn’t bother washing his hands. After all, he knew how much filth he already had 

inhaled when cleaning out the mice and rats. Even scooping the mealworms out of their tank 

with his hand and counting out six dozen from two thousand writhing worms didn’t bother him. 

Plus the time it would take would just add a chance that a customer would walk in and interrupt 

his eating. 

 “Thank God for a lull, right, Shannon?” She had recently come back to deliver the reptile 

food and give Bill a hand, but without Ian or Lizzy. 

 She nodded over to him, busy feeding her baby boy from a bottle. “It’s good to get a little 

break, not to mention Ian was being a dick today. Thankfully, he and Lizzy are out eating lunch, 

so it’s a double break for me.” 
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 “Yeah, that’s gotta be nice. Why are you guys even together, again?” Bill gave her an 

awkward smile and she raised an eyebrow back to him.  

 “Well, we get along most of the time,” she said, but Bill could see she wasn’t telling the 

complete truth. “What are you eating anyway? That looks sickening.” 

 “A burrito,” he said through a mouthful of cheese and beef, though there was probably 

very little of either that would be served in any self-respecting restaurant. 

 She rolled her eyes, but he could care less about his diet at this age. His liver was 

probably on its last leg anyway, there was no need to watch what he ate. “Wait, it’s your 

birthday today isn’t it, Bill?” 

 “Yep, today’s the day my little girl calls me to give me the update on her life.” Bill 

smiled with puffed out cheeks. 

 “One day? Why doesn’t she call you more? You’ve told me about her, but she’s gotta 

have something pretty bad to not call her own father more?” 

 Bill shrugged and set the burrito down. “Well, when I met my wife at a peace rally 

twenty-five years ago, we were pretty far into the hippy movement. She was ready to give up the 

drugs and alcohol, but I wasn’t. She told me she was keeping the child and I never saw her 

again. She died five years after she delivered. From cancer. When my daughter was eighteen, 

she tracked me down and we only keep in touch once a year, because she still holds a grudge. I 

guess all you have is family, though.” 

 Shannon set her little boy down, bottle still suctioned to his mouth. “Yeah, that’s sounds 

pretty hard. I’m sorry.” She meandered over to a couple of random cages, apparently not sure 
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how to react to everything. “You know, Bill, you can take the rest of the day off if you’d like. I 

can handle this.” 

 “God, I love to. You think I could get an advance for tonight? I’d love to head to the bar 

tonight. In fact, you should join me. Get away from the responsibilities for a night.” 

 “Eh, I don’t know. I have some things I have to get ready for the Social Security office. 

Not to mention Ian probably wouldn’t be too happy being left alone a whole night while I’m off 

drinking.” 

 “How about he comes too? You guys have a babysitter, don’t you?” 

 Shannon handed Bill a small stack of twenties, “Maybe some other time, okay? You have 

a good birthday, though.” She moved to a cage and idly scrubbed the glass, not noticing she had 

already cleaned it that day. 

 Bill out through the backroom for his bike, replying with a barely audible thank you as 

Shannon repeated happy birthday. 

 He drained the remnants of the pint, throwing it into the dumpster as he pedaled past it. 

* 

 On the way home Bill bought a twelver of Budweiser. As he entered his one-bedroom 

studio, he set the case of beer on the counter and maneuvered around the apartment to the two 

small tanks containing his own animals, his twelve-year-old Ball Python, “Hi, Brutus,” his nine-

year-old Schneider’s Skink, “Hey, little Arthur.” Arthur was pressed against the glass, standing 

on two legs. Bill knelt down to his level. “Guess how old I am, buddy. That’s right, fifty three.” 
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Bill dropped a few crickets into the cage from their holder and watched the lizard scurry after 

them.  

Bill’s one-bedroom apartment was a little hard to navigate sometimes, but he had gotten 

quite good at it in the twenty years he had lived in the same place. He dodged the pile of books 

to the left, TV table on the right topped by a ten-inch with rabbit ears, straight to the refrigerator 

to store the beer. He grabbed one and maneuvered back to his seat, flipping through channels as 

he waited for his daughter to call.  

With each beer and each minute, Bill’s spirits sank as the alcohol brought his depression 

further into the light. Bill had asked his two good buddies if they would come to the bars tonight 

to celebrate his birthday, but they were both working night shifts with the road construction 

crew. Shannon had been his last shot at being sociable on his birthday and it was past seven, 

when his daughter knew that he got off at five. 

 At eight, seven beers deep, the phone rang and Bill nearly hit it off the coffee table in his 

rush to grab the receiver. 

 “Hello?” 

 “Hi, Bill.” 

 “Hey, how are you, sweetie?” 

 “I called the store at three. I was going to surprise you with an early call, but you weren’t 

there.” Her voice had an air of apprehension that made Bill sit up, slightly nervous. 

 “Yeah? Shannon told you that she let me off early for my birthday?” 
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 Bill heard a baby crying in the background. He wondered if it was his daughter’s. He 

hadn’t heard about a pregnancy. 

 “About that, Bill. She told me that you said Mom died five years ago and that I should 

talk to you more.” 

 He froze, feeling like his stomach was trying to force up all of the alcohol, “Uh.” 

 Her voice shifted from apprehension to aggression as she yelled, “Are you trying to get 

people to pity you for what you did or something, you jackass. You destroyed this family when 

you left me when I was only three.” 

 Bill didn’t know if it was the alcohol, the pent up anger at thirty years of abandonment, or 

some combination of the two, but he lashed right back. “You never even call me anyway. So 

what if I’m trying to get someone to talk to me. Who the fuck cares?” 

 “I care,” she yelled over him. “You wouldn’t be so lonely if you wouldn’t have left Mom 

when she needed you most. You’re an asshole, Bill. You deserve to be alone.”  

 The line went dead, but he screamed into the receiver, “You don’t even know why I did it 

you snot-nosed little cunt. I’m better off without you little shits in my life anyway.” He threw the 

receiver across the room and heard something break off of it violently and go spinning across the 

tile floor. 

 Tears rolled down his cheeks, though he caught every one with an angry wipe. He 

couldn’t stand the emotions.  

 He cradled his beer between his legs and thought about how everything was going to end. 

Liver cancer? Pancreatic cancer? Dying in his sleep? Either way, he’d be a corpse, no warmth 
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left in him as he drifted into nothingness. How many people would be at his funeral and what 

would they say? Here lies the pathological liar, unable to cope with his own decisions or move 

on to amount to anything other than a store worker who cared for nasty little reptiles.  

He clicked off the lights for his animals and sat in the dark drinking the rest of his beer, 

framed by the light of the TV. 

 He’d go back to work tomorrow and tell Shannon how great it was to talk to his daughter 

and that her kind words really helped him relate to his daughter. He’d say that she promised to 

call at least once every week. He’d watch at the end of the day as Shannon and Ian packed their 

kids into their minivan, and then he’d pedal his way towards old age. 
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Excuse Us for the Minor Turbulence 

 “Hello, my name is Robert Lanton and I’ll be your captain today. The weather in Denver 

is partly cloudy but we shouldn’t hit too much turbulence on the way. If you’ll direct your 

attention to our lovely flight attendants, they’ll give you some instructions and we’ll be on our 

way.” 

 The only thing he doesn’t tell you is that in five minutes you’ll be trusting your lives in a 

100 ton hollow metal tube going 500 miles per hour to a man whose friends call him Bob. I 

guess people don’t think of these things when they buy their three hundred dollar instant access 

pass to the world. 

 “Fucking useless”, a passenger says in the third row. 

 Of course. Useless, servant, personal aerial chauffer. At least one dick per flight. I swear 

something about being at 30,000 feet makes people get a false sense of entitlement. Or people 

just don’t give a shit. 

 Get in line. When your day starts off with your little four-year-old saying he hates you, 

not much can make me feel more like shit. If only I wasn’t stuck in another city, state, or country 

over twenty days a month I could have time to play mom. 

 Janet gets on the intercom and we begin our synchronized dance routine. Belt buckle 

goes in this slot, six exits here, here, and here, put on your masks and lose yourself in 

complacence if the plane were to plummet from its defiance of gravity. 
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 “Flight attendants in your seats, prepare for taxi and takeoff.” Ten minutes of freedom 

and then back to prostituting my time so two hundred people can have a comfortable one hour 

trip over three state lines.  

 Oklahoma City, Denver, Santa Fe, Sacramento, existing in twenty states at once - 

nowhere and everywhere. Trapped in a tube to go wherever the digital schedule commands. 

 All this, and then home for one day, just so I can here my son cry when I try to give him a 

hug, then try to drown myself in a bottle of double malt scotch before laying idly by a man I 

haven’t slept with in months.  

 Prepare for a change in cabin pressure. You’ll be somewhere you probably don’t want to 

be in only a few hours. 
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My Shephard 

I met God in a classroom on the third floor AA meeting a year ago. I feel like he was a 

lot nicer back then. He seemed to really care about the fact that I was always in emotional pain. I 

had been attending that same meeting for ten years straight. Ten years without a single beer, 

whiskey, or glass of wine with my medium-rare steaks and the wife’s potato salad. 

He told me that day that I should come have a drink with him, let some inhibitions go and 

trust myself as the person who controlled how many drinks I had. That people were the masters 

of their own destinies. 

I handed him the medallion I had received two weeks before for my commitment to a 

sober life and he handed me back a pitcher.  

You never know how much you miss something until you have to spend every waking 

second depriving yourself of it. 

One pitcher turned into a nightly romp at his bar. He branded me as one of his own, a 

person like himself that really knew the meaning to being in control. It was so much better this 

way. 

Even as my job slipped away. 

Even as my wife slipped away.  

It was just me and God, but he started to get a little grabby about money. Some friend he 

turned out to be. 
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I met God in a classroom on the third floor AA meeting a year ago. I left him sitting by 

himself with his pitchers of beer and stumbled back to that AA meeting to sit and recite lines 

with twenty other people like me. 
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You’ve Come this Far 

 “Three months.” Lift the flask to the broken picture frame of you, your wife, and child all 

smiling back to you. Toast the burning liquid all the way down to your stomach and see the five 

days of facial hair raise into an awkward grimace, broken by the pieces of glass separated from 

their former unity. Remember that night you came back home, drunk as hell and threw the 

picture across the house. It made a nice, gratifying sound, but you picked it up the next morning 

and set it right back to the same spot. 

 Now switch out the flask for the package of loose tobacco in your pocket and let those 

expert fingers, stained yellow, roll the tobacco into a nice tube to deliver the poison directly into 

your lungs. You know it’s poison, right? Of course you do. You know exactly what you’re doing 

with that flick of a lighter, a puff; you feel so much better just for that instant.  

 Try not to look around your apartment through the screen of smoke. That good feeling 

would leave in an instant. There are three balled up hamburger wrappers on the coffee table 

alone, one with a little left from four days ago when your hangover made you sick to your 

stomach and the processed meat didn’t treat you right. The sink has never been fuller either, and 

that dent in your pawnshop sofa is getting bigger, a bit all around from sleeping in front of the 

TV, even more in the middle from waking in front of the TV.  Don’t even look in the check 

book. The twenty hours a week at your new fast food job isn’t enough to pay the bills and the bar 

checks, but right now you don’t know which is more important. The credit card can absorb some 

of the shock till you get back on your feet though. At least, that’s what you keep telling yourself. 
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 Speaking of bar checks, the phone’s ringing. You should answer it. Your friends are 

calling, asking you to come out to play some poker at the bar. Five dollar buy-in. The term 

friends should be used lightly, but at least one of them actually cares what’s happening to you. 

The other three just want to take a little more money from you and you let them most of the time. 

Poker isn’t as important as decreasing your level of soberness. Some would say to set your 

priorities before you go out, but you know where they lie tonight. Anniversaries were always 

your favorite celebration. Celebration is a time to get drunk, even if the anniversary is a bad one. 

You’ll find a reason to justify your freedom tonight, at least till your moment of clarity kills your 

mood again. 

 Grab the keys; they’re in your front right pants pocket. The same pocket you’ve had them 

in since you turned sixteen. Forty years and you can notice exactly what’s missing just by the 

distribution of the weight in your pants. Tobacco’s on the left, lighter, keys and change on the 

right. The only new addition is the cell phone joining the tobacco when phones became the hip 

new thing. The left was the natural place to put it for balance, even if the tobacco sometimes got 

stuck between the little numbers. 

 Don’t forget to look around your house for something you’re missing even though the 

weights in your pockets are fine. Turn out the lights and lock the door on your way out, though 

there’s nothing you’d truly miss in there. All your valuables are four miles away at your wife’s 

house. Hell, if someone came in and snatched the divorce papers you’d have an excuse to call 
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over there. Maybe this time you could grab a couple more clean glasses and that jacket you keep 

forgetting to grab between the yelling and slamming of doors. You can only hope, though. 

 The drive over there isn’t too bad. You only had two drinks at your apartment and it’s 

only five streets to your dive bar of choice, somewhere you’re used to where people you don’t 

know tend to stick to their own groups. Good job training yourself to use those back-roads. You 

only have to cross one major street and you normally hit it between lights when there are only a 

couple of cars to time your crossings to. You’re still legal anyway. The brake light out won’t get 

you into any trouble yet. Mental note: take back roads on the way back for sure. You don’t need 

to stop to get a handle or some more smokes on the way back, you’re pretty stocked. 

  

 When you enter the bar, make sure to notice the smell of stale beer and urine that’s 

replaced the smell of burning tobacco. The law outlawing smoking in bars was a personal hit, but 

don’t worry about it too much now. There’s nothing you can do about it. You didn’t vote that 

election, not that your voice counts for anything. 

 For a Thursday the bar is a little empty. Your “friends” are already at a table, shuffling 

the cards with a pitcher set to the side. Give a nod and a point to the bar even though they 

already know that’s your first destination. Everyone nods back. Jim waves. He watches your 

walk to see how drunk you are. Slide onto a stool easy so he can’t tell you even had the two 

shots. You don’t need the lecture. 

 Nod to the hot twenty-something bartender when your elbows hit the table. Don’t wink, 

just smile and nod to let her know you need a drink. You know you haven’t got a chance from 
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past experience. Just work on not creeping her out and order two shots of whiskey from the well. 

Throw her the seven dollars you have left from your last ATM visit, six for the drinks and one as 

a tip, and shoot fast, your friends are already dealing. 

 This is where your night speeds up. The constant pitchers of PBR get finished every 

twenty to thirty minutes. You have to buy every other one since you’re drinking double what any 

of the other four are. Your credit card tab already has twenty bucks on it and you’re all on with 

an unsuited 7 8. Good luck. 7 4 K comes out. You’re screwed. First out, but it means you get a 

smoke break. Everyone else at the table gave up tobacco or never smoked. They normally get a 

little pissy if you ask for a break. (They know the normal trend of you getting out first, by the 

way. Not sure if you’ve caught on to that yet). 

 Jim and Bill are still in. Jim’s betting. That’s a bad sign. Bill folds when another King 

comes out and Jim bets large. You and Jim flip. He’s got the King. The last card doesn’t matter. 

Just shrug and nod to Jim. Say you’re going out for a smoke and you’ll be back in just a bit. 

 Revisit the bartender. The “try not to hit on her” suggestion is futile this time. You’re 

going to give her a wink this time against your own better judgment. The drinks are starting to 

drain your inhibition and she’s only getting hotter every time you glance back to her station. 

Two more whiskeys and a mug of PBR. Put them on your tab, down the whiskeys and don’t 

forget to grab your drink on the way out to the patio. 

 

 By the time you have your third beer and fifth smoke, the haze is really building up, but 

none of the guys have gotten out yet. They just keep pushing the chips back and forth. It hardly 
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needs to be said that this is your least favorite part of the night. Too much alone time. Too much 

thinking. Not enough people to keep your mind off things. There’s a couple joined by the face 

and hands over in the corner, but something tells you they’re not much for talking. 

 Try not to think about your wife, or ex-wife soon. Try not to think about your six-year-

old daughter and how she hides in under her covers during the really bad fights, covering her 

ears, crying. Try not to cry yourself. It’s hard right now, but it’ll make you look bad in front of 

the guys. You can wait till you get home. 

 Stare at the smoldering cigarette. You remember when you said you’d quit after college? 

Remember when you said you’d quit when you got your job at the Nissan dealership? Remember 

when you said you’d quit for your wife and then your child? 

 Maybe if you had your wife wouldn’t have lost her shit when you got laid off and had to 

take a job in fast food because money was so tight. The increased drinking to keep your mind off 

of your misery probably didn’t help either. Sorry. 

 You sure that glass of beer is worth the pain? It may drown out some of it, but it’s caused 

more problems than it’s fixing right now. 

 Quick, look up. Smile a little bit when Jim walks out the door to greet you. Give him a 

look of pity when he describes how his trips lost to a straight. Don’t give him a chance to see 

you’ve been meandering about in your own six-foot hole, not even looking up for a hold to climb 

out. He’s only trying to help, but you don’t want to feel better right now. You don’t deserve to, 

do you? 
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 Shake your head when he asks if you’re really drunk. Shake your head when he asks you 

if you need a ride home. Really commit to convincing him you’re going to take a cab and that 

you’ll just walk back to get your car tomorrow since it’s a Saturday. When he nods and shakes 

your hand, try really hard to give a convincing smile and tell him you’ll be fine. Tell him things 

are looking up even though they aren’t. If you try hard enough, maybe you can convince yourself 

too. 

 Now just let him leave. Sit back down and roll another smoke for the ride home. Polish 

off the beer and get yourself in the mindset for the short drive. It’s only a couple blocks and 

you’ve done this so many times. Sneak out the back gate from the patio and look over to make 

sure Jim’s car is gone. 

 You’re in the clear now. Try to keep the staggering to the minimum, even though the 

ground feels like it’s switching from one angle to another with every step. Swear to yourself that 

it’s straight and just keep walking in a straight line. 

 When you fall over right in front of your car from that fucking loose rock, just get 

yourself up one foot at a time. You scratched your right elbow up pretty bad, but you don’t feel it 

anyway. You can clean the blood out of your car tomorrow, or next month. 

 As you start the car, try not to think about how much the fine would be for an extreme 

DUI, especially since you’re going to have to start paying child support soon. Just focus on 

backing up and stop before you hit the light pole. 
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 The hard part’s over, just focus on the road. Don’t worry that you went over the curb a 

tiny bit as you pulled onto the road. You can buff that out pretty easily. 

 You just have to focus now. If you try really hard, you can see completely through the 

haze. It’s like a leaf blower just blew all the sand from in between the cracks in your driveway 

back home and you have to walk through the little cloud that was stirred up. Just keep aiming 

that leaf blower in front of you though and you’ll be set. The cars on the right side aren’t really 

getting closer, you just need to hold the wheel a little harder and focus to stay between the lines. 

 As you light your cigarette that you forgot was still between your lips, chuckle a little bit 

thinking about the correlation between little kids coloring in between the lines and your own bad 

driving. Roll down the window so you can pretend you’re not making your car smell even more 

like shit and take a deep drag.  

 Did you just close your eyes when you exhaled? I know it feels good, but you need to 

focus. Was that a stop sign you just passed? There’s only one major street you have to cross. Has 

it come this fast? You’ll swear it didn’t until you see headlights on both sides, the left ones 

within ten feet of your car, the right ones coming fast. 

 Even though you hit the gas, look around you for a second. Everything’s moving real 

slowly, isn’t it? It’s like someone hit the frame by frame button. You twist your wheel right, the 

cigarette falls from your lips. You twist the wheel left, the first car misses you by a mere five 

inches. Really step on that gas; you can almost see the driver from here. Two inches separates 

your cars because the driver turned left as hard as he could while slamming on his brakes. Wait 

for it.  
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 No sound. 

 After the screeching you can’t hear anything except your own heart beating against your 

ears from the inside. Your whole body is tensed and you don’t feel so drunk anymore. Drive the 

two blocks back to your house fast, before anyone can find you. Don’t worry about parking 

straight, just get in the space and shut off your car. 

 Breathe. Don’t forget to breathe. Assess the situation and you’ll find the cigarette put out 

by one of your pant legs after it burned a hole through the fabric and burned a small circle in the 

back of your leg. Fish out the cigarette before it does any more damage and throw it out the 

window. 

 Don’t worry about anything else, just get out of the car and head into your place before 

the cops start looking around for the drunk driver who almost killed three people. 

 When you’re back in, roll a cigarette and take one more shot to calm your nerves. Don’t 

worry about turning on the TV, just lie down on your couch and try to strain the adrenaline out of 

your blood. Feel your heart rate slow back down and smile a little. Think about the fact that this 

could have turned out so much worse. 

 You know you dodged something much worse than a bullet back there. Repeat in your 

mind that you’re not going to do anything that stupid again. Hear your voice call this the greatest 

moment of clarity you’ve ever had. Feel the remorse and tell yourself that this is your second 

chance, your chance to get your life back on track. 
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 You hear those voices? Let them convince you over and over like a sweet song lulling 

you to sleep. Go ahead and give in to it. Look over to the broken frame holding the picture of 

your family. Remember them as you pass out from the booze. 

 Tomorrow your memory will be as broken as the shards still clinging to the wooden 

picture frame for dear life. You’ll try to assemble the pieces as you scrub the bits of gravel out of 

your bleeding elbow. 
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Trust Issues 

 I found a pair of women’s underwear in the dryer of the Laundromat yesterday. I had 

nearly thrown my own soaking clothes on top of them before I caught the glimmer of twenty 

turquoise butterflies. The shimmer of blue on iridescent pink is impossible to miss, even through 

the zombie-like haze brought on by pure boredom. 

 This was something new though. 

 I imagined the face of the girl who could own such innocent looking panties, so very 

petite. In fact, I nearly thought myself a child molester until I noticed the embroidered Vicoria’s 

Secret logo, two words that carried the weight of a hundred models transforming themselves into 

icons of sexuality. Objects of lust and desire. These panties were a symbol of false innocence. 

 Sure, there was nothing sexual about a butterfly, yet I could already image the situations 

that would destroy the beauty and innocence. I saw visions of butterflies being shed and tossed 

lazily across a stranger’s room, immediately replaced by flesh and the sound of slapping meat.  

 They should design panties with lewd, slanderous phrases and red eyes staring at anyone 

who would think to disturb the piece of fabric. I could imagine hearts possibly being suitable for 

a married woman back when marriage meant something, but nowadays that would be like 

replacing the Song of Solomon with pages from a Hustler. 

 And yet. 

 Maybe these panties belonged to one of the few pure at heart left in the world. Perhaps 

this covering had never been touched by any but the owner. A shrine should be erected for such 

a feat. 
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 And yet. 

 That wasn’t a chance I was willing to take. It seemed like everywhere you went a person 

had racked up at least three people they’ve slept with. Three people that had known the most 

intimate parts of their partners. Three who had come, loved their hardest, and left, taking a little 

piece and leaving a small black spot on the heart of their lover. The more you risked, the more 

the spot grew into a fungus that takes over and spreads outward. 

 I placed the panties back in the dryer and loaded my clothes into a dryer three machines 

down. 

 

 I only think of the panties now because this morning I went to the bathroom and realized 

that the toilet paper was embroidered with flowers and bunny rabbits. 
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