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Dedication

This book is dedicated to every person who ever asked me, “Do you think you’re being funny?”
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Forward

Chris Boden has spent the greater part of his professional life writing.

From scripts for YouTube videos that have been watched by millions looking to learn about engineering, high energy physics, or any number of STEM topics, to training literature and manuals in a dozen different fields. He’s written speeches for audiences both young and old coming for tours and shows at facilities he helped build. He’s done countless interviews with radio and television stations. In all these situations, he has been wearing the face of the teacher, the figurehead, the boss, the leader. He has worn the tie, talked the talk, smiled the smile, and made nice with the people he was looking to teach, impress, or persuade to give him funding and support in his endeavors.

This isn’t that. These are the stories of the bits in-between. These are the stories you get when you sit down in a bar with him over a couple of beers, when the cameras are off, and the public has gone home. These are the stories where you wipe the tears out of your eyes after the punchline and stop laughing just in time to hear him say, “Of course, that’s when we realized we really fucked up.”

Some of them are funny. Some of them are scary. Some of them will leave you genuinely wondering how the hell he isn’t dead yet. Some of them may even make you angry. All of them, however, are told in his own unique style, with all the crunchy parts left in, and the extra bit after the normal story ends that most people don’t get to hear.

So, grab a chair, grab a beer, and strap in for the ride. Who knows, you might even learn something.

-          Dave Wilson


Disclaimer

These works, and everyone contained within, are works of creative fiction from the mind of Chris Boden, who is himself a figment of your imagination. Any resemblance to people or places you may be familiar with, real or imagined, is purely coincidental and most likely caused by a small programming glitch in the simulation within which you exist.

Don’t even fucking think about suing me, or I shall visit you in the small hours and leave your refrigerator door open just enough that the light doesn’t come on after sprinkling your carpet with Legos. If people mentioned in this work of fiction cause you grief or concern, perhaps it’s time to make some new life choices and stop being such a cunt, eh?
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A Hearty Pinch 

Yes, I know, I’m a complete fucking idiot. Let’s just get that out of the way from the start. My only defense was that I was a teenager in the 90's at the time, and my dick was doing most of the thinking for me. On the whole, I’m a reasonably intelligent guy. My dick, however, is much like one of those morons you meet who is all balls, no brains. Despite the fact that thinking with my dick got me through high school at the top of my class, it has proven itself repeatedly to have no memory, no conscience, and what I will simply classify as “questionable moral fiber”.

An obscure, late 20th century English philosopher known for his ballistic dentition once said, “Dicks have drive and clarity of vision. They’re not clever.” And he was correct. But like most people who are all balls and no brains, that kind of decision making invariably leads to collecting good stories, and occasionally being scarred for life.

This is one of those good stories, and it’s about a scar.

I was sixteen, vacuously stupid, and the world as I knew it revolved entirely around my radiant affections for one hell of an awesome girl. She was short, beautiful, built like a soccer player, and had curves in all the right places. Miraculously, she was also my steady girlfriend. We had a magnificent system that involved a standing weekly date. This almost always consisted of exactly three things: dinner, a movie, and the furious, passionate, awkward sex that only inexperienced young lovers can have in the contortionistic confines of an automobile.

Good times.

On the right day of the week you could catch a 2nd run movie at the Alpine Twin for just a couple bucks. Urban sprawl hadn’t reached far enough yet to consume all the best spots for privacy, and we knew every one of them. It was a great time to be young and in love.

God is not without a sense of humor, however, and one particular week fate would throw me a curve ball. A movie had just come out that her father wanted to see. In a tormented moment of parental schadenfreude, they decided it would be a great idea to join us on our weekly movie night for a wholesome double date.

I was trapped. I couldn’t say no, her dad was a towering giant of brooding scowls who instilled the fear of God in me. He was an incredibly kind and funny man, but he commanded my respect and there was absolutely no doubt he held the fate of my love life at his whim. I was a nerdy, country kid from the wrong side of the tracks and he made it very clear that I was dating his daughter only so long as both her and him deemed that acceptable. She adored me, he tolerated me, and it was my lowly position to be grateful for the opportunity.

I was fine with that. I was spending every Saturday night with her sowing my wild oats and going to church every Sunday with him praying for crop failure.

So, we all met at her house, the whole family piled into their car, and off we went. We didn’t go to our comfortable, low-budget, second-run theatre out on the north end of town with the thin crowds that encouraged sitting towards the back well away from anyone who could see wandering hands and notice the whispers of young lovers. We went out to the fancy, first-run theatre, the gigantic cineplex and shining star of the lower west side, Studio 28, where we would be packed side by side with strangers and held to much higher standards of socially acceptable behavior.

Studio 28 was massive. Thousands of people filled its acres of parking lots and watched the latest movies on twenty different massive screens with reclining seats in air-conditioned comfort. One movie cost more than what we would spend for a month's worth of dates at Alpine - including food. But her dad was funding the entire expedition, and I was happy to just be with her.

My lovely girlfriend, however, was a hormone-driven, devious genius, and happened upon a simple idea that changed my life forever. She noticed that they list not only the start times of the movies, but the duration as well.

It had never for a moment crossed my mind that we didn’t all have to go to the same movie. Studio 28 was so massive that not only did they have a ton of different movies playing, many of them shared the same start times. She found a completely different show to catch, sorted out the details with her dad, and off we went on our own. She had stared into the bleakness and brilliantly wrought forth for us the greatest commodity of young lovers who live with their parents: privacy.

For such a monumental day in my life, I don’t even remember what the movie was. But I do remember spending an hour and a half in the dark getting each other as worked up as we dared. The lines of socially acceptable behavior were a lot tighter back then, but we were enjoying them to the best of our youthful ability.

Our movie got out, and we made the long walk to the back-forty of the parking lot hand in hand and hopped in the car. We had no concrete idea when her parents' movie would get out, so we were just hanging out, waiting, and of course sharing only the most chaste and pure of good Christian thoughts.

Just her, me, and our collective sexual tension that burned with the power of a supernova. It really was only a matter of time before it all reached criticality.

Because sitting in a glass bubble in the middle of a thousand cars is totally the best possible place to be doing such things. I was a little on edge, but that didn’t stop her. It certainly did, however, limit our options.

The good news was that I at least had a clear line of sight all the way up our row and would easily see anyone approaching from the theatre. I kept a watchful lookout, and she decided to take action.

In a matter of a few seconds, she was sucking my dick like it was filled with her father’s acceptance. Not a moment later, I saw the crowd of people start pouring out of the theatre doors. It didn’t take me long to spot her parents, hand in hand. Her dad’s bright blue shirt stuck out in the crowd, even though they were still a quarter mile away.

And then, at that exact moment, is when I fucked up.

That’s when I did one of the dumbest things in my entire life; I made a split-second trivial decision that would leave me scarred forever.

Now, what I could have done is simply reached down, gently pulled her head out of my lap, and had a mildly disappointing end to some fun, gone on with my day, and been just fine. Hell, given how far away they were, the hair-trigger of a teenage boy, and her skillful abilities, we could have likely finished without pushing our luck.

The problem with wisdom is that you don’t get it until five seconds after you need it.

What I did, in a moment of youthful stupidity was say, “Your dad’s coming!” and sit up straight in my seat.

And that, my dear reader, is the exact moment that shit got real.

Please understand that what I’m about to describe is much like a car crash. It will take me far longer to describe it than it took to actually happen. All of this transpired in just a second, but that single moment is burned into my brain forever. I apologize now, that it shall be burned into yours. When you share this story with your friends, you’ll know they got to this part when you see them adjust themselves in their seat. No man is immune to this effect.

In one smooth powerful movement driven by pure reflex and fear, without a moment’s conscious thought, she snapped her head up, bolted upright in her seat, and while making that transition from laying on me to sitting next to me she tried to stuff my dick back into my jeans and ran that fucking zipper all the way home with the power of an angry linebacker.

The problem is I had never unbuttoned my pants, and it was a lot smaller when it came out ten minutes ago than it was when she decided to cram it back in through, what was now, much too short of a hole. She fought it in there in half a second, it just wasn’t situated as well as it needed to be.

Then, with the delicate touch of a bricklayer she had yanked that zipper though several inches of my most delicate sensitivities and made me one with my Levi’s.

It happened in the blink of an eye.

I was absolutely convinced I was going to die.

The pain was far worse than what you imagine right now. It was radiant and consuming. She had caught roughly… very roughly… the entire front of the most sensitive skin I own and interlaced it down nearly the full length of the zipper. I could glimpse a thin line of skin poking out the front, and there was nothing I could do about it but sit there with tears running down my face and her parents approaching.

She immediately knew what had happened; subtlety is not a skill I possess even on my best days. I think it may be when I levitated, shot to the ceiling, howling in pain that she got her first hint that something was wrong. She was mortified, I was in agony, and the shitshow had only just begun. I untucked my shirt to cover the obvious injury and wiped my tears.

It was hard travel across the great prairies of the parking lot. I heard they lost five good men, and at one point had to start eating the horses to survive. But eventually, months later, her parents finally made it to the car.

The first battle was the parking lot. Several hundred people had all gotten out when they did and had to find their way to the exit. It took half an hour of stop-and-start agony while we all shuffled into place and trickled out onto 28th street - a bustling busy main thoroughfare of the lower-west side.

The fun was just beginning.

Florida makes oranges, Idaho makes Potatoes, and Hollywood makes movies. But Michigan, we make potholes. Northbound 131 is a washboard of suspension testing craters that can knock your teeth loose. Because of the complicated interaction of freeze-thaw cycles, capillary action of water retention in asphalt, and the fact that we run snowplows for a third of the year, there is a regular pattern of patched sections on the highway spaced at predictable intervals for miles on end.

And I felt every single one of those sonsabitches as we launched and bounded from pock to pock, all along my dick.

It took about thirty minutes to get from Studio28 to their house. It was the longest half hour of my life. I felt every bump in the road in between my own heartbeats as I throbbed in agony sitting awkwardly in the back seat. The only saving grace was that her and her mom were making small talk about the movies they had each seen, and my opinion didn’t matter. I sat there sniffling and rubbing my swollen, red eyes. When her mom asked me if I was okay, I uttered the only word I could manage on the entire ride home.

“Allergies.”

We made it to her parent’s house, said our goodbyes, and she walked me across the street to my car. It took more work to get into my mom’s old boxy beige Pontiac Grand Prix than it did to get out of her parent’s SUV, but I made it, tenderly.

Mission two accomplished, her parents had no idea. So, that crisis was averted.

Now, I had to choose. I was on the edge of the city. If I went East, I could fight my way through traffic to the giant gleaming state-of-the-art hospital located right downtown and wait in line in the emergency room. If I went West, I was heading towards home and in my own small country town was a little Med Center staffed with only a handful of people whose main job was helping people with minor bumps and bruises and keeping the critical patients alive long enough for the ambulance to get there and haul them off to one of the much larger neighboring cities.

I headed towards home. It was farther but faster. I hopped on I-96 and blasted into the night more scared of hitting a deer than being pulled over for speeding. I figured if any cop pulled me over, all I had to do was show him my situation; there wasn’t a man in the world who would fault me for being in a hurry. I had a much higher chance of getting a police escort to the Med Center than getting a ticket, so off I went as fast as Mom’s old Pontiac would carry me.

I arrived without incident and walked gingerly through the front door. I’d never been to the Med Center before. My parents were on the rescue squad of the local volunteer fire department so anything short of a sucking chest wound in my house was dealt with by someone running for the jump-bag in Dad’s truck. All of these injuries were handled on only the best of equipment: the kitchen table.

Life’s different in a small town.

That’s why I wasn’t even slightly surprised when I walked in the front door and the triage nurse at the front counter stopped typing, looked me straight in the eye with genuine concern on her face and said, “Chris, are you ok?”

It was my mom’s friend. Not only did this woman know me, she’d known me since I had training wheels on my bike. I knew she was a nurse. Half the women in my world were nurses because my mom was a nurse. She worked at a nursing home filled with other nurses. How the hell was I supposed to remember that one of her best friends just so happened to work at the Med Center?




I should have gone East.

“No Ma’am,” I said, and quickly added, wincing, “please don’t tell my Mom.”

“What happened, show me what you did.”

Now, I grew up around trauma and emergency medicine. Back then, they were dispatched with one-way pagers the size of a brick that looked like walkie-talkies. There was only one channel for the whole county, and every department had its own unique series of musical tones that told us who the message was for. It squawked and whistled all day and night and you never even noticed it.

But when the BEEDEEBEEDEEBEEDEEBEEDEE-DOOOOOOOOO -----DEEEEEEEEEEEE sound that designated our unit came over that radio, it would take you out of a dead sleep before they got to the “COOPERSVILLE UNIT TWO-OH-FIVE” part of the message and Mom, Dad, or sometimes both, were headed out the door on a dead run before it stopped talking.

If this happens while you’re out somewhere with Dad in the truck, you’re just along for the ride. It was somewhere around age twelve when “stay in the truck” just didn’t work for me anymore. I’d learned where babies came from by watching a screaming Asian woman have one on the tailgate of a Subaru in the McDonald’s parking lot. I’d seen bodies mangled, and I knew firsthand why they called the people who ride crotch-rocket motorcycles “Organ Donors”. I’d learned the smartest and most heroic humans alive fly in AeroMed, and I knew that rescue crews have no problem working up to their elbows in your blood and then going out for pizza half an hour later. It’s just meat.

I was also well aware that the strongest, hardest, most stoic, most unimaginably un-fucking-fazed woman you’ll ever meet, is a triage nurse.

So, I lifted my shirt.

And, for just a moment, I saw her humanity crack through her professional stoicism.

I pray that you go your entire life and never once hear a Triage Nurse say “Oh, Dear,” when she looks at whatever injury you have. It’s up there with getting a prostate exam and hearing the Doctor behind you say “Aw, fuck!” You don’t want any part of this situation.

There was no paperwork, and my ass never touched one of the beige plastic chairs in the tiny waiting room. She stood up and walked me through the door behind the counter. Ten seconds later I was sitting on the crinkly butcher paper of an examination table with my legs dangling over the edge.

A nurse who was only ten minutes older than I was came in just a moment behind me. Thankfully, I didn’t know her, but I’d have liked to under different circumstances. She held a BP cuff in one hand and a clipboard in the other and asked me how I was feeling and if I had any allergies. We chatted for perhaps a whole minute before she asked me what was wrong.

I lifted my shirt.

She took it well, just a tiny gasp before she got her shields back in place. But her blush betrayed her. She held tight to her professionalism and assured me that the Doctor would be right in as she stumbled gracefully backwards out of the room. However, I did notice that she never did get my BP, temp, or anything else.

The Doctor was, indeed, right in. I had been sitting there less than five minutes when he strolled into the room and said “So, I hear you’ve had an interesting evening.”

He pulled up a little rolling stool, put on a pair of gloves, and scooted up for a front row seat between my knees as I sat sideways off the edge of the table. We discussed how I had gotten myself into this situation, and he surveyed the damage. I found it ironic that the one person who had shared this experience with me and who could truly appreciate what I was going through was the one person who was completely at ease with the situation. Of course… it wasn’t his dick.

It was also the first time I’d gotten a real look at things myself, and it was worse than I’d imagined. The skin on the bottom of my shaft was peeking out through the golden teeth of the zipper all the way from about a half inch above the bottom of the zipper to the top. There was way more blood than I had noticed at first and it had stained my pants several inches in every direction. The total zipped length was nearly five inches, and it was under tension on the inside because the standard response to pain is for your dick to shrink up like a stack of dimes.

The added effect, because my brain is an asshole, was that the pain just intensified once I got a look at it.

He pulled out a pair of trauma shears and we discussed what he was going to do about half a second before he did it with a running commentary. He planned on cutting my pants off around the zipper. I was fine with this, off is good, let’s get this off - free me from my golden restraints good Doctor!

Deftly, gently, and with surprising ease the shears sliced right through the seams and folds of my jeans. He cut the bottom through several layers of denim and seams straight up to the base of the zipper, and sheared off either side about four inches away, leaving me with two flaps joined only by the teeth of the zipper and the button on top. He spun on his wheels, reached in the third drawer behind him, pulled out a pair of cutters like I would have in my toolbox, and snipped off the bottom half-inch of zipper entirely. It fell to the floor and landed with a wet plop.

He gently unbuttoned what was now a much smaller piece of my pants and examined it closely for a couple minutes with a flap held in either hand.

Then he said something you never, ever, want to hear any manner of medical professional say to you.

“We’re gonna go on three...”

“We’re… WHAT!? Where? Whatthefuckare...”

“One.”

There was no motherfucking Two. Three was an outright lie.

The way out was as blindingly fast and traumatic as the way in. The entire process was loud, a wild blur of motion, and terrifying. In what I have absolutely no doubt was a process he had experienced before, he tore apart the two halves of my zipper with the haymaker strength of a farm boy and kicked himself away from the side of my examination table with both feet to send himself rocketing backwards across the tiny room well clear of the wild reflexive punch I swung through the space his head had occupied a split second before. He landed in a heap, half fallen off his rolling stool, with a piece of my jeans in either hand and an accomplished smile from ear to ear.

That all happened in less than a second. It took exactly the amount of time it took me to say “MOTHERFUCK-... eh?”

The good side was, it didn’t actually hurt all that much when he pulled the zipper apart. The bad side was, the blood was now rushing to my dick, and it was throbbing with every heartbeat. It hurt like all hell.

We both took a moment to compose ourselves and both spoke at the same moment, saying the exact same thing.

“Are you alright?”

I looked at the sad strip of hamburger laying in my lap, surrounded by a terrifying amount of dried blood in matted black hair. It looked like Edward Scissorhands had given me an old fashioned.

“No?”

I had visions of sutures, staples, and all forms of Spanish Inquisition cock torture that I was about to endure and was blissfully thankful that all he needed to do was clean everything off and tape a strip of gauze to it. After the most unpleasant experience I’ve ever had involving my dick being cleaned, complete with being hosed down with Betadine, now it just looked like I’d fucked an Oompa Loompa.

I asked what would happen if I got a hardon, would I bleed to death or something? He assured me that the last thing I was going to get in the immediate future was an erection. After a few days it would be fine all on its own.

I thanked him for saving my manhood, secured my pants with my belt, hid the giant square hole in front under my shirt, and headed home. I tossed my shredded jeans in the trash, took a shower that involved the creative application of a baggie and a rubber band that moments before had been holding the wing on my model airplane.

He was right, I didn’t have any danger of getting a hardon for over a week. The throbbing pain became a dull ache that would hover just on the edge of being actively conscious of it. Sleeping was complicated, but I managed. After a few days it didn’t hurt at all, and a couple weeks later I was back to normal. In the third week a full operational test proved that all repairs had been completed and that all systems were operating within nominal specifications.

However, it’ll be a cold day in hell before I let a woman zip me up again. I’ll take care of that on my own, thank you.

The scar is considerable, tapering to half an inch wide at the base and running front and center along the bottom of my shaft up to the tip. It’s been the topic of more conversations and won more stupid bets than I want to think about. But, it’s part of me, a part of my life, and I’m just thankful that despite the relentless abuse and poor decisions my dick has endured, that all in all, things are working just as they should thanks to the compassionate care of a young country doctor and a small team of nurses.

Thank you to everyone in the medical profession, of any rank and stripe, for enduring all that you do to help us fumbling idiots live to see another sunrise. 
 

You are awesome.


2


The Deer Hunter 

These days, they would say she had an “anxiety disorder” or some boring, clinical, DSM-5 label like that. But back then, as a 90’s teenager, we just said she was “wound a little tight”.

And she was.

Her kid brother and I were in the same grade. He was way too cool to be hanging out with me regularly, but he introduced his sister to me, and we hit it right off. Her and I were built nearly identically, both tall and rail thin. She was blonde and had incredible legs that made the eight-dollar Uber all the way from her ass to the ground. She was plain as paper and nearly as flat. She only wore a bra for emotional support, and to keep from walking around with her high beams on all day.

She was cute, but in the kind of way where you had to get to know her to see it. Most people never got that far, and she had long ago locked her heart away deep enough that the average guy would get bored and pull the eject handle inside of the first month.

We had a few things in common though. We were both built entirely out of elbows and knees, and we shared a similar late-teens complexion that closely resembled the surface of Mars. We both came from the same side of the tracks, the wrong one, and we were both complete outcasts at school. Despite all this, we actually made a pretty decent couple.

She was sweet, kind, gentle, and terrified of her own shadow. I was loud, obnoxious, and insufferable. You know, a teenage boy. Our entire relationship was based around the fact that once you got her pissed off a little bit, she could hold a pretty solid conversation. Despite her kind and gentle nature, she had one hell of a temper and a wicked fast wit. If you poked her a little, she’d come out of her shell far enough to pay it right back in style.

It was the first time I had a relationship based entirely on tormenting each other, where all we did was fuck or fight. It wouldn’t be the last. Over the years, I’ve seen a lot of other couples like that. Once you experience it firsthand, you can spot them in public a mile away. I don’t envy them, and I certainly wouldn’t want to live like that for years on end. But with the right girl, at the right time in your life, it can be fun for a few months.

It was November in Michigan, and the snow was fresh enough that it was still white on the roads. The whole world looked like a postcard when she picked me up in her massive land-yacht of a car for our date that night.

Her car looked like something out of a Tarantino movie. It was an early 80’s Chrysler Cordoba, with the tight sporty performance of an aircraft carrier, virginal white, and had the aerodynamics of a brick. It got about 5 gallons to the mile on a good day, and the only thing uglier than the outside of the car was the blood red interior with its velour bench seats.

We were nerds. We didn’t go to clubs and such, and we didn’t have any other friends with cool houses to go hang out at. She lived in the middle of nowhere in Marne, and I lived in the middle of nowhere in Coopersville. Our idea of a date was to burn ten bucks in gas driving aimlessly for a few hours until we got bored with talking, found a quiet spot, and put our lips to better use.

We found our quiet spot for the evening. It was one we’d been to a dozen times before out on the dead-end of 32nd Avenue off Arthur in the middle of nothing but farm fields. Out there your neighbor is often a quarter mile up the road, and the only thing anywhere near us was the wood products company that had closed up for the night hours before.

You can be certain that anyone who lived on the road knew damn well we were there. People keep a good eye on their surroundings out there, and behind every window is an eye. But they were used to young lovers wandering back in the evenings and enjoying a little privacy at the end of the road by the highway. We never caused any problems, and we respected their property, so they respected our privacy and never called the cops to run us out. It was just a nice “do unto others” system. Life’s different out in the sticks.

We’d been together for a while now, and she was just starting to get comfortable with the idea of simply being naked in my presence, much less actually having sex. Every date night I watched her fight one hell of an internal struggle between her anxiety and her hormones. She was wholly uncomfortable with being so vulnerable, but she also really enjoyed sex. My job through all of this was to simply be supportive and not pressure her. More nights than not, that resulted in me playing my own personal game of tug of war and thinking about her really hard in the shower. But we’d been together enough times now that her hormones won out more often than not, and she was really starting to learn to enjoy herself.

That night, hormones beat anxiety. We climbed into the back seat and set to fogging up the windows with the enthusiasm for fucking in cars that is only known to people who haven’t had the chance to have their own place. The windows were dripping, and so was she. For half an hour we awkwardly entwined, legs and arms braced against anywhere we could fit them in the confines of that ugly old car.

Christ she was loud. She completely lost herself in orgasm, and for a moment, she was free. In that instant she revealed her secret inner self and completely let go. It was magnificent to behold a woman experience such unrestrained pleasure, but the sounds of her high-pitched screaming off the glass bubble we were in could make your teeth shatter. For a woman who was so quiet and reserved every other moment of her life - damn she could yell.

We thrusted, we pulsed, we moaned, we rocked that car for half an hour, and I was just about to bring it all home when I was wrenched back to reality with a knock on the window.

And that’s when shit went sideways...

She went from screaming in pleasure to shrieking in fear without even bothering to take a breath in between. I have no idea how it happened, I was having my own moment of freaking out at the time, but somehow she managed to untangle herself out from under me, get completely dressed, and be sitting all the way in the front passenger seat before I even realized I wasn’t inside her and was left there trying to figure out what the hell to do with the condom.

In a moment I would come to deeply regret an hour later, I stuck it in my pocket, got myself sorted, and hopped over the seat.

Some asshole was knocking on the driver’s window.

Now, we’d have seen headlights if someone came down the road. We were young, paranoid, and had played this game enough times to know damn well to keep a decent lookout. You can’t see through fogged windows, but you can sure as shit notice headlights, especially out here where there’s nothing but farms and dark.

And yet… some asshole was knocking on the window.

I figured it had to be either a cop or an axe murderer, because who the hell else would be knocking on the window in this situation? I’d seen the movies, and it’s always either a cop or serial killer. Either way my fate was sealed.

I cracked the window a few inches.

“Have yooose guys seen any deeeer?” he slurred. He was drunk enough to be having a vowel movement. The stench of beer breath overpowered the smell of sex in the car.

My brain made the complicated and unpleasant sounds of a new driver learning how a clutch operates.

He was commode-hanging drunk, armed with a shotgun, and trying to hunt deer in the dark. I will never know for certain if he simply wasn’t aware of the half-dozen laws he was breaking at that moment, or if he just didn’t give a shit.

She was vibrating with a combination of fear and rage, seething in the passenger seat, and gave me a look that said, “MAKE HIM GO AWAY!”

Well, fuck.

I stepped out of the car into the cold and pulled on my coat. It was dick-shriveling cold out there, but our mighty hunter was as toasted as a Lucky Strike. He had a nose like Rudolf, a mud caked Remington in one hand, which he was carrying by the action, and a Miller High Life in the other hand. This man was having a good night.

Thankfully, my redneck heritage and family of raging alcoholics had prepared me well for this experience. There are angry drunks, funny drunks, and confused drunks. They’re all fucking annoying, and my family wreath sprouted all kinds. He was the confused sort.

“Hi there, I’m Chris. Are you doing alright, Sir?”

“Hawi… I’m Bob.” he said, the muzzle of his rifle drooping into the snow.

“Are you having any luck out here tonight? Get anything yet?” I asked, knowing damn well the only thing he was going to get was either pneumonia or arrested.

“Nope, and I’m almost out of beer,” he held up his can and developed a slight list to port in the process.

The secret to dealing with a drunk is to be calm, polite, but still gently adopt that tone of a second-grade teacher. You won’t get them to do what you want by pushing, you have to pull, gently.

“Well then maybe it’s time to go home. It’s getting kinda dark and hard to see.” (it was nearly Ten and pitch-black outside) “You want a ride home Bob? That sounds like a good idea to me.”

I heard her smack the window, hard, and I looked over to see her subtle, one- finger hand signal. Her mouth was open wide, and she was violently shaking her head.

“How about I give you a ride Bob? You’re lookin’ a little rough for walking.”

“Naaawwwwww truckkks over there,” he said, pointing off to the West down an empty service road, that I knew damn well was a dead end about a quarter mile up. It only went to a billboard next to the highway. “She’ll get me home.”

“You sure you’re ok to drive Bob? You don’t want to just take a walk? It’s a nice night out.” I said, as I shivered.

“Gotta draaaive hooome, I’m too fucked up to walk.” His stance oscillated in heavy ethanol seas, and he was clearly taking green water over the side, but he remained mostly upright... mostly.

“That’s a nice piece you’ve got there, keep her out of the snow though or you’ll rust the barrel. Can I dry it off for ya maybe a little?” I asked.

He held out the shotgun and nearly fell on his ass in the process, but he shot a leg forward and caught himself just in time.

I accepted the muddy shotgun and checked the action, not only was it unchambered, it wasn’t even loaded. His pockets weren’t bulging, and I was pretty certain he hadn’t remembered to bring any ammo with him at all. He wasn’t hunting, he was walking. At least I didn’t have to worry about him shooting us, himself, or someone’s fucking cow.

It happens.

I took the soggy condom from my pocket and stuffed it in the action, working it down into the breech and chamber with my finger. Because fuck you, Bob, for ruining my night. He likely won’t remember meeting me at all, and I can only imagine the questions he’ll have when he finds it; or when his wife finds it in the trash.

“There ya go, Sir. You get home safe, okay?” I said and pointed him towards the two-track headed East along the side of the field; the opposite direction from where he said his truck was.

“Gurnnnnnaaaaght,” said Bob as he sloshed and weaved off in the direction I had just pointed.

I got back into the car, and she was incensed, like I had somehow caused this. I knew better than to try and argue my way out of it at this point and just started the car and let her go off. Now, I’m certain that she was actually forming words and even sentences - it certainly felt like I was being sentenced. But given her rage-induced lack of oral punctuation, her lung capacity, and her decibel level, I just wanted to die.

The combined effect was a cross between Charlie Brown’s teacher and Dino on cocaine.

I drove the five miles back to my house without saying a word. I long ago learned when to recognize the point when words wouldn’t help, so I held mine. I pulled into the driveway, gently put the beast in park, and got out while leaving the engine running. Without a word I just closed the car door and headed towards the front steps of my parent’s house.

A moment later she backed out of the driveway.

It took two-and-a-half decades before she would speak to me again.

Fuck you, Bob.
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Skateboarding in a Sewer Pipe 

“You know this is stupid right? We’re going to die, and they’ll never find the bodies,” I said as I pulled my backpack and skateboard from the back of the van.

Rob pulled his goggles down over his neck and tried not to look terrified as he said, “I’ve got the map, we know it’s accurate, and you’ve got the laser. We’re going to be fine.”

The only reason any of this happened is because neither of us wanted to look like a pussy.

There’s a pipe, maybe three feet in diameter, that runs halfway across the city towards the river. It’s made of concrete sections, each about eight feet long, and most of the time, it’s empty. It’s a storm drain that moves millions of gallons of water when it’s active, but most of the time it’s just an open vein in the substrata of the city.

Along its length there are thousands of smaller pipes, barely big enough to fit your head in, that go to catch basins spaced every few hundred feet. Sometimes there will be a larger pipe draining from a small neighborhood, maybe a foot in diameter. Every once in a while, you’ll see a tiny pipe, only a few inches in diameter, coming from God knows where.

And for most of this pipe, every block or so at most, there was a ladder going up the right side to a manhole above. That is, except for the last section, which we had never explored.

For a section of the pipe, perhaps a mile long, there were no manholes. We had been to the other end, via the surface, and we knew it came out onto a rocky crag that was called “Hobo Beach” by the river downtown. The “beach” was about ten feet of pebbles and broken beer bottles, with the gaping mouth of the pipe right next to it. Some dumbass thought it was a great place for art and right next to the opening put a giant delicately piled waterfall of cut granite rectangles attached to the flood wall. There’s a “River Walk” boardwalk that runs along the whole area downtown. Thousands of people wander by and have the good sense to never more than glace at these pipes.


Glancing, however, was not good enough for us. 

I had gotten a good set of maps, with generations of hacks, changes, and updates. The general public isn’t typically able to get actual data about the city they live in, but the proper application of a bottle of expensive scotch will get you things a FOIA request never could. The king may get to walk anywhere he likes, but it’s the janitor who has all the keys.

We had explored the upstream side a hundred times. We didn’t even need the map for most of it. We’d left our coded street signs in black sharpie on the walls at every intersection. So, if you’re ever standing somewhere you shouldn’t be and see “CB” on the wall in inch-high letters, it’s not Charlie Brown who is saying hi to you, it’s me. We knew up, we knew down, but we’d never had the courage to go through the section in between. It was too long, too deep, and there’s only one way out… through. We were scared that if we hit a cave-in or a pocket of bad air or something, we’d die in there because we couldn’t get to a manhole fast enough.

So, we came up with the brilliant idea to blast through there on skateboards. It’s all downhill, nice and smooth, and the whole ride should only last about five minutes or so assuming skateboard speeds of about ten or twelve miles an hour. We had about a mile of pipe to get through, but it made me a lot more comfortable to think of that as only about five-thousand feet.

Now, the map showed it was just a straight pipe with a slight downward slope all the way to the river. But on rare occasions the map was known to lie. The map could have omitted things. There are lots of things that just don’t show up on the map, like cracks, breaks, or cave-ins. This is a territory where things go generations without human interaction, and small problems that don’t turn into big ones simply never get discovered. There were a lot of variables that we couldn’t account for.

We lined up in the pipe. I put my backpack on and sat down on my board. Rob was behind me. We had a 5-second rule for safety. We always stayed 5-seconds apart when moving so that the guy in back always had time to stop if something went wrong.

Our awesome plan was to use a laser level. We had modified one that projected a cross. Originally, if you tipped it more than just a little bit in any direction, it turned off. Thanks to a piece of blue tack stuck in just the right place, it now worked in any orientation. Plus, we could take the blue tack out and put it back in the original owner’s toolbox before he noticed. The bottom of the laser level had a little threaded hole and that gave us an easy way to mount it to a skateboard. I had drilled a small hole near the front end of my board and put a bolt through it. I mounted the laser on top and taped the flashlight to the bottom with blue electrical tape.

I didn’t have sexy ski-goggles, but I thought my cheap plastic safety glasses would work just fine. We each had our flashlights and a rough idea what the hell we were doing. We took a moment to finish our cigarettes before starting off into the dark.

“You ready, man?” Rob said as he looked past me down into the abyss.

“Fuck it,” I said and flicked my cigarette off the wall behind him, “Let’s do this.” 


“Just remember that once we start, we don’t stop for anything. I don’t want to die like this. We can’t test the air; we don’t know what’s down there. We’re in, through, and out. No fucking around, no stops,” I said, trying to not show how nervous I was. 

I adjusted my light with a gentle shove of my foot, planted my hands on the ground and gave a shove. We were off.

KaCHICKahdadakaCHICKahdadakaCHICKahdadakaCHICKahdadaka-CHICKahdada the vibration was enough to make your teeth rattle and the echo of our tires on the concrete joints was surreal and deafening. Thirty seconds in I became very aware that I should have had a piss before we started. The center of the cross was invisible, as it should have been. That was my warning that something was coming up before my flashlight would see it.

The beam of my light showed only a gaping maw, blurring past in shades of grey and black as we rocketed down the pipe. Fifteen miles an hour doesn’t seem like much in a car, but doing it with your ass two inches off a concrete flesh grater in complete darkness is a completely different experience. Imagine pedaling as fast as you could on your bike when you were ten years old. That’s about fifteen miles an hour. Now imagine that on a skateboard in a storm drain...

Things were going great for about the first minute… And then shit went sideways.

My exceptional electrical tape engineering was just fine holding the flashlight to the pipe. The problem was, the flashlight shook itself apart. The clip stayed securely mounted to the pipe, but the flashlight itself shook loose and gave a dazzling display as it bounced off my right-front wheel, slid up the wall for a moment, and then shot behind me.

Rob was cool though, he reached out with ninja reflexes and tried to catch it as it came by him. He promptly fell off his board, dumping his bag, and himself in less than half a second, and plunging us into total darkness.

I grabbed my board by the sides and planted my heels into the ground, skidding to a stop and hoping like hell he didn’t run into me. All I could see was the lines of my laser on the side of the pipe going forever into the black.

“What the FUCK man, are you alright?” I yelled, the echo blurring my words like we were in a Pink Floyd album. I tried to run back to Rob, but the pipe was too small to really move, much less run. Still, I hobbled my hunched-over-ass back to him, and we made sure he wasn’t hurt. He had some road rash on his palm, but his jacket took most of the damage. He was fine.

“Dude, this is fucked, we gotta go, now.” I said, as we dug into our packs for our backup lights. I pulled out my miniscule MiniMag Solitaire and gave it a twist. It wasn’t much, but in total darkness I’ll take that over four thin red lines on the wall. The solitaire didn’t have the balls that my main light did. This barely let me see a few feet ahead. It wouldn’t show me a hole or a big crack in enough time to stop. What it would do, is let Rob see me in time for him to stop.

So, I handed it to Rob.

“Take this.”

“But you're in front,” he said.

“Yeah but you can’t see shit with this. At least it’ll keep you from crashing into me. I’ve got the laser, it’ll be ok. Now let’s go!” I said as I got back on my board. Our entire stop had lasted maybe a minute and a half, but it felt like forever.

I gave a shove and we were off. All I could see was a vague shadow of my silhouette cast in the blackness of the hole ahead of me, with the crosshairs of laser light making it feel like we were being launched through a rifle scope. The clicking echo of our wheels was drowned out only by the rush of air going past my ears. I knew as long as I could see my feet that Rob was behind me and doing ok, I tried to see anything ahead, watching the laser beams and hoping like hell those lines didn’t suddenly move to show either a sudden corner or a cave-in.

We rocketed through the darkness, flying beneath downtown. The cool air had a stale and metallic taste to it. The wind whipped my hair as I tried not to imagine the spiders on the ceiling. When my face plowed through the first web, I instinctively closed my eyes. It took a second for me to realize I was wearing safety glasses, and I really should close my mouth instead.

Spiderwebs meant we were close to the river though; I’ve never been so happy to get a spiderweb in the face.

With no warning at all, like flipping on a switch, we were in the blinding light of the city in the small hours of the night. You have no idea just how bright it is when it’s “dark” outside in a city at night. It was like being birthed on the surface of the sun. We emerged and shot out the end of the pipe onto the rocks below, tumbling out with our skateboards and landing sprawled out on Hobo Beach.

“You alright, man?” I asked to the pile behind me that was trying to untangle himself from his backpack.

“Yeah, I’m fine, are yo- OH FUCK man!” Rob yelled as he yanked off his hat and started to smack me with it all about the head and chest.

“What the fuck, am I on fire or… oh SHIT!”

I was covered in spiders. Hundreds of them. Everywhere. There are hundreds of thousands of words in the English language that I could have at my command at this moment to convey this visceral concept. None of them could even come close to describing how NOT FUCKING OK it was.

I may or may not have shrieked like a little bitch. Some people could have even mistaken me for not being the incredible manly man who just rode a skateboard under a skyscraper. I really don’t want to know the opinions of the several people who watched me screaming while stripping half-naked on Hobo Beach. I left my hat, jacket, and shirt there on the rocks. They were dead to me now. The only reason I wore my jeans out of there was because I wasn’t wearing underwear, and I didn’t want to get arrested for walking naked downtown. I didn’t know what was living in my backpack at that moment, so I pulled out a few feet of paracord, strapped my bag to my board, and tied about six feet of line to the front truck. I walked down the sidewalk with my board rolling behind me on its leash, looking like a shirtless weirdo with a smile from ear to ear.

Rob and I walked all the way back up the hill, checking each other for spiders a few times as we went. He only had a couple, and I learned a valuable lesson about not being the guy in front next time.

So, if you ever see a homeless guy wearing a dark blue T-shirt with the SGI cube logo on it, you can tell him where it came from.
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She Actually Spits 

There’s a woman who hates me so much, she spits on the ground every time she says my name.

To be fair, I earned it… kinda.

A lifetime ago, I took a class in Printing and Graphic Arts at a local Tech Center. It was my Junior year, and I was a raging ball of high school hormones. It was that part of every young man’s life where they transition from trying to screw everything that moves to the thought of “why limit myself?”.

She was well out of my league. She was exceptionally beautiful, but the problem was she knew it. She existed in a social bubble of her own. A little clique of five radiantly attractive girls that did everything together. These are the girls that date the guys with more muscles than brains and quietly wear the penis in the relationship. They don’t just have beauty, they have control. The desire of every guy, and the envy of every girl. The female teenage dating mafia.

I… was not in that world. I was an outcast weirdo in my hometown. A dorky, redneck kid from the farm country in southwest Michigan. I was solidly on top of the Nerd clique in my school, guaranteeing that nobody from her social caste would ever even talk to me in my hometown. I was fine with this. I knew my place and carved out my own little existence there as the class clown.

But this was a new school. This was Tech Center, and students there came from a dozen schools spread all over the county. I came from a tiny school, and only one other person from my entire school went to Tech Center. It was a fresh start. She didn’t know me, my past, my social standing, or the fact that I was an absolute spaz. I had a clean slate.

I had the rare and wonderful opportunity to reach above my station in life, combined with a complete lack of anything to lose.

So, I took a shot, because why the hell not?

Flirting is a delicate dance that requires a deep understanding of subtle nuance. It requires the reading and interpretation of thousands of slight social cues and microexpressions. You have to apply a small stimulus, wait for the tiniest of responses, be socially and emotionally aware enough to detect when that happens, gauge the results, and input the next stimulus. This feedback loop repeats thousands of times (often several times a minute) for anywhere from hours to months. In the unlikely event that you successfully navigate the feminine psyche algorithm, you eventually get laid.

That is an engineer's perspective of dating, all in a single paragraph.

Now, sitting here with 44 years on my back. I have a soul that’s been shredded, stomped, scorched, and scarred by a dozen women that were like bad laptop batteries; full of Lithium energy and very likely to burn your damn house down. Age gives the luxury of hindsight. But we’re talking about teenage me. I spent as much time as possible actively avoiding social interaction, yet desperately trying to get laid. My idea of a successful relationship was one that lasted long enough to have to shave twice, and I was ok with that.

There were only two classes a day at Tech Center and everyone either drove there or was bussed there from their local school. Half of the kids came for the morning, the rest came for the afternoon, spending the other half of the day at their regular high school. We were on the 2nd shift, and since my school was just across the street, I always got there a bit before everyone else.

There is a little store across the street. So, one day, I bought her the finest bouquet of convenience-store flowers and left them on her desk. No note, no secret admirer mojo; I didn’t have the skills to write one. I just left them on her desk and made sure the teacher and their two assistants saw me do it.

Then… absolutely nothing happened.

For a week.

Because I’m an idiot. I thought the teacher would tell her; they didn’t. They’re smart enough to stay well clear of the drama of pubescent youth.

So, I spent a whole 30 seconds and formed a plan. I mustered all of the social acumen and subtlety that I could. The moment that class let out I hauled ass to the back parking lot and sat on the roof of her car smoking a cigarette.

Certainly, this was an excellent idea. She would come out, see me sitting there in my awesome jean jacket, smoking a Camel, and being the ultimate high school badass. I was the pinnacle of cool. At least, so long as she didn’t notice the giant Tigger that covered the back of my jacket, because my mom thought it was cute and was actively working to ensure I died a virgin.

She came out of nowhere, screaming, on a dead run, and threw a golf ball sized rock at my head. The only two things that saved my ass were that she can’t throw worth a damn, and I am a hell of a comedian when I’m scared.

“Get the fuck off my car!” she screamed, clearly not enraptured by my ultimate coolness.

“You throw like a girl!” I replied, which is not something you should ever say to an armed girl within rock-throwing range. She flung another one.

The good news is, she actually did throw like a girl and missed me by a mile, despite the fact that she was only ten feet away. The bad news was, she didn’t miss the rear-driver’s side window. It made a “POOFFFFFFF” sound and shattered into thousands of tiny granules all over the back seat.

She was… upset.

And somehow, despite the fact that I had never even touched a rock, she made it very clear that this was entirely my fault.

Now, I’m an engineer. I don’t know anything about women. But, I do know how to fix things. Once she stopped yelling, we went back inside and talked to the auto-shop teacher. Tech Center gets out for the day at just after 2pm but he usually stayed after school a couple hours and let guys tinker on their cars. Sometimes he even came in on Saturday mornings to let them do it. He graciously gave me permission to use a bay and any tools I needed to fix the window. He told us where to run into town and get an inexpensive replacement at a local junkyard, and when we got back about 45 minutes later, he even helped me figure out how to get the interior door panel off (which was easy) and back on (which was not).

She and I spent a couple hours together while I fixed her window. It took me less than an hour to get her from being thoroughly pissed off at me, to laughing at my antics. She seemed genuinely amazed that I could actually take something complicated apart and put it all back together. Despite what they say about nerds, smart is sexy. Nerds just have terrible social skills because our priorities are different. If a nerdy guy wants to fix your things for free, it’s very likely because we think you’re attractive. Technical repair is a primary mating display for a Nerd.

In the end, the only thing that was different was that I never got the little lip at the bottom of the window quite right. But aside from her and I, nobody would ever notice that.

We dated for four months, a lifetime in high school terms.

Over the course of our deep and meaningful relationship, I learned many valuable life lessons. The first was that it’s a lot easier to date the exceptionally hot girls than most people think it is. Because the perception is that they’re so unattainable, nobody bothers to try. It turns out, it’s lonely at the top. This was true for her and her entire pack.

The next lesson I learned was that while it’s awesome to date someone who’s radiantly attractive, it’s hell when they know it. She wasn’t the hottest woman in school, but she was in the top ten, and she was well aware of her beauty and the value it had. She treated it like a commodity. She wasn’t the Queen, she was a Princess, and she acted like the entire world should treat her as such. For as pretty as she was, she was mean. She had a casual cruelty that was the basis of her entire personality, and she didn’t even try to hide it.

And so did her entire little clique of princess girls. I watched them devour, trade, manipulate, and shatter a dozen different guys. When they decided upon a guy that they wanted, they worked together as a team and hit him with a tidal wave of attention. It was mesmerizing, and incredible to watch from the inside. They would be passing messages (and this was before everyone had cell phones), controlling situations, always working three steps ahead of the poor bastard. They always got what they wanted, rides, dates, gifts, anything. They were an estrogen army of great outfits and perky tits and could completely control the mind and wallet of any young man they chose.

I saw it. I saw and understood the fate that awaited me… and I didn’t care. She was radiant, the sex was spectacular, and while I knew she would destroy me at any random moment she decided, I was determined to enjoy it while it lasted. There is a profound motivation that comes from knowing that every time you’re with someone could easily be the last, and that made me into one hell of an impassioned lover.

Now the number one problem most men have in the whole world is the airspace between their nose and chin. We have a powerful, and frightfully common, ability to be able to speak nonstop for hours on end, and not once need to have a conscious thought. Thankfully we have a backup microbrain located just ahead of and slightly above the testicles. Not only is it fully capable of doing all the thinking, for many of us it gets us entirely through high school and most of college.

True to form, my own mouth was my undoing. We were having a deeply intimate post-coital cuddle, sharing our vulnerabilities and speaking from the heart. She asked me what I really thought of her as a person, and being the complete moron that I am, with all the honesty and sincerity I could muster, I told her.

That… was a bad choice of actions. Our intimate relationship ended as it began, me with a sheepish smile, and her screaming at full throttle. She wasn’t just mean, she was fierce. Her rage came on instantly and without reservation or hesitation. I was dressed, out the door, and halfway home before I even realized what the hell happened.

As bright as the warm spotlight of her attention is when it shines upon your face, the hawkish, brumal wrath of her scorn and abandonment goes to the bone. I spent the entire weekend in tears, hiding in my room, or walking alone in the woods.

Monday was back to normal. I went to class and life went on just as it always had. A week passed, and I was still alive and fine. I tinkered with the most important woman in my life, Solna, and focused on the real problems that needed solving, like how to fix the damn vacuum leak and how I was going to get laid sometime soon.

What I had not counted upon, was the persistence and depth of a woman’s wrath. I was upset for a weekend and went on with my life, as you do. That bitch held a grudge, and she was going to make sure I felt it in her own time.

She decided the best way to get back at me for my crime of bringing truth to power, would be to have her and her acolytes seduce and devour my closest friends so they could kill me with jealousy. She started with my class partner, and it was obvious what she was doing. He filled me in and told me he had enjoyed one hell of a weekend, and then I gave him my side of things. Together we talked while printing a run of posters for some school play and pieced together the whole story.

I was, am, and always shall be, a Nerd. The thing about nerds is, we have nerd friends. We also enjoy a high degree of social invisibility, especially back then in a 90’s high school. We’re as invisible as an inner-city homeless person. Everyone knows we’re there, but people just pass us by in the halls. We simply don’t register in their world.

She really didn’t have any idea just who the hell my friends actually were. I didn’t have any close friends at Tech Center. I barely had any friends back at my actual high school. I spent the majority of my time with a massive, 60’s vintage Solna offset printing press that was the size of a minivan. A cantankerous beast of iron and glistening stainless that wheezed, snorted, and dripped water, ink, and grease. It made a glorious racket as it ate a pallet of paper at a time and would easily cover you in ink or rip your arm off the moment you had a lapse of attention or respect.

What I did have was a classroom of printing weirdos. This was not the class for the cool kids. This was a loud room filled with people who were very okay spending everyday with permanent ink under their nails. Between the noise of Offset, Flexo, Screen, Letterpress, and Xerography the room was a delight of scents and sounds. We didn’t have intimate conversations, we yelled at each other above the din. We didn’t develop deep social interactions; we hid in the darkroom when we needed a moment of peace.

Printing was a collection of slackers, stoners, and weirdos. And at the bottom of the roster, the kid who got picked last for everything, was Pigpen. He was a dopey, quiet, kind, and incredibly polite kid who grew up on a turkey farm where they also happened to keep a few dozen pigs.

He smelled like the inside of hell's dumpster.

He would occasionally help me clean Solna because he could lift the big steel rollers that would crush my scrawny little ass if I ever tried. He lived a few towns away from me, but we were friends enough. He was a farm kid like me and had the physique of someone who was comfortable spending all day baling hay. Big and doofy, he was genuinely a nice guy. But the stench of his homelife was baked in his skin, and he walked with the hunched-over shoulders of someone who had a lifetime of having to pay for sex ahead of him.

If he had any social skills, he’d probably have been a jock, but he was completely inept. He never talked to a girl much less kissed one. I decided I was going to change his life.

So, over the next couple days Pigpen and I went through a few hundred rags and a can of Varn V-120 solvent together, cleaning the giant press (blue ink is a particular bitch) and talking. I told him about what had happened and what she was doing now and asked if he wanted to have a fun adventure and possibly lose his virginity in the process.

It wasn’t a difficult decision for him, at all. What the microbrain lacks in critical thinking, it compensates for in reaction time.

The first thing I had to do was clean him up. When you live on a farm like that, the smell permeates everything you own. His truck, his clothes, even his skin smelled like turkey shit. You become nose blind to it pretty quickly, but those around you don’t. He knew he had a problem; he wasn’t stupid. But he had no idea how bad it actually was and didn’t have the means or inclination to change it.

We began with a tedious afternoon cleaning his truck. An old Ford that was his dad’s originally and had been a work truck on the farm for over a decade. We scrubbed every inch of it inside and out. We cleaned the seats and got it to that nice plastic interior smell of an old truck with just a faint hint of cigarette smoke. So long as he didn’t use it for work for a week or two, he’d be fine.

We took three sets of jeans, socks, and shirts in a garbage bag to my sister’s house and let her in on the idea. She used magical big-sister powers to get his clothes so clean they smelled like a cheerleader’s underwear drawer. It was incredible.

We went downtown to Norm’s Barber Shop and both got a decent haircut. As the bastion of hygiene that he is, we decided that Norm was the best guy to go to on how to learn to smell better. A 60-year-old barber in a tiny farm town knows these things. He pulled a bar of soap out of the little glass case that was quite possibly older than both of us put together, and said to not be shy with using it, just don’t get it in your eyes. It was cheap, simple, and would remove sin or skin depending on how vigorous you were with it and smelled somewhere between Old Bay and Old Man.

The rest was easy. We didn’t really have a plan. We didn’t know how it would end. The real goal was just to get my untouchable friend touched in all the right places. We figured it was only a matter of time before she saw us hanging out and hopefully tried to seduce him. We just had to get him to hold it together as long as he could.

So, I started riding home with him after school. It was a nice break from the 40-minute bus ride all the way from Tech Center back to the middle of nowhere. He passed by my place on his way home anyway, so it was easy. Over the course of our mischievous project and rides together, we actually became good friends.

It took longer than we had planned. She waited over a week before she decided to pounce on him. She tossed him on her emotional rollercoaster, and he didn’t know which way was up. But damned if he didn’t enjoy the hell out of the ride. It wasn’t that I knew the next morning when he’d lost his virginity, everyone who walked by him knew. He had perma-grin for a week. He knew she was using him, he knew it wasn’t love, and he didn’t give a good god damn. If he couldn't get Miss Right, he’d certainly be thrilled to experience Miss Right Now. He banged her like an old screen door and loved every moment of it.

I wish I could say that she learned her lesson. I wish I could say that he turned into a Prince Charming. But sadly, life doesn’t work out like that. Pigpen’s overhaul was a temporary fix of a lifestyle that he simply couldn’t escape and didn’t really want to. Within a couple weeks he was back to his normal, fragrant self. It only takes a couple day’s work on a turkey farm to get that well established aroma ingrained. I grew up around milk cows, and am well familiar with Dairy-Aire, but that’s got nothing on turkey shit.

I have to hand it to her; she was a trooper. She hung in there through his slow regression before he came over to her place one night straight from work and the smell could have knocked a buzzard off a shit wagon. He got the same display of ferocious entitlement and rage that she gave me, but Pigpen had a much different reaction. He was completely unfazed, and just sat down on her clean, fluffy princess bed; still wearing his overalls.

And that, to hear him tell it, is when she completely lost her mind. He laughed, knowing damn well what he’d just done, and the more he’d laugh the madder she got. He wasn’t intimidated by her in the slightest. He knew his position, he had nothing to fear and nothing to lose. She had no power over him at all and he just let her scream, while he laid down and gently ground turkey shit into her duvet.

Eventually, he quietly got up, got in his old pickup truck, and left. I got the whole story from him the next day in class, and he was laughing so hard he had a coughing fit, turned beet red, and nearly pissed himself.

Oddly enough, she stopped trying to seduce my friends after that. In the year and a half we still had at school together, I never talked to her again. Her and her estrogen army stayed well away from my Nerd friends and I after that. Balance and order was restored in the universe.

Pigpen and I both graduated in ‘93, and we’re still friends to this day. He’s married now, to a typical blonde, round, Dutch farm girl just like about every third woman in Southwest Michigan. He’s a gunsmith and smells appreciably better these days. While women may spend a fortune on Chanel #5, they really seem to enjoy the smell of Hoppes #9 on a man. They have a couple kids, and a nice boring life that makes them all perfectly happy.

She grew up and married a fucking lawyer. I don’t know anything at all about them other than their idea of having fun is playing tennis and spending summers driving places in an RV with a couple tiny dogs. Though I’m pretty sure she carries his balls in her purse. I’d wager they deserve each other.

I had honestly forgotten about the whole experience until a decade after graduation when I found out that we had a mutual friend. I told them to ask her about me and see what she said. A few days later they told me that when they asked her if she knew me, she actually spat on the ground when she said my name.

“That asshole? Yes, I know Chris Boden,” *spit* like some angry old European stereotype.

It’s good to be remembered, and the old joke “mean girls suck, nice girls swallow” now reminds me of her every time I hear it.
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The New Motorcycle 

I like to be happy in dangerous ways. It’s just my nature.

I’ve spent my entire lifetime working with high-voltage, giant robots, lasers, printing presses, street luges, boats, firearms, and all manner of mechanisms and machines that want to kill you the moment you don’t respect them.

So, of course, the moment I moved out of my parents’ house and got my first apartment (being the absolute coolest of 18-year-olds known to man) one of the first things I did was get a motorcycle.

In doing so I fell victim to the oldest rule of faster-than-foot travel that has been discovered by everyone who has ever owned anything from a skateboard to a Porsche.

Just because you can buy the thing, doesn’t mean you can drive the thing.

I was living on the upper-west-side of Grand Rapids, Michigan in the bottom half of a $400 a month ramshackle shithole on Davis street. It was my first apartment, and it had one bathroom, two bedrooms, five roommates, and several hundred mice that rattled through the walls in waves and scurried through the ductwork all night long.

I bought my bike from a gentleman that introduced himself as “Porkchop” - and never has a nickname so perfectly fit someone. He looked exactly how you imagine.

It was a 1978 Honda CB-550-Four, and it was perfect for me in every way. I had no desire to be blasting down the highway at fractional Mach speeds weaving in and out of cars on my way to being an organ donor. I just wanted something fun to ride around town and take the occasional cruise out on the back roads. While some people buy bikes as a cheaper commuter vehicle, for some of us it’s just an excuse to take the long way home.

Porkchop was a mechanic at a local Honda dealership who enjoyed the laid-back life of a man with perpetual dirt under his fingernails who gets to bring his dog to work. He spent his days working on bikes and sharing his lunch with a happy little Pug named Hambone. He also had the freedom to enjoy a side gig of turning a wrench in his downtime and overhauling the old and unwanted bikes to sell out the back door. They were too old to be cool, and not old enough to be vintage. The endless supply of unwanted bikes kept him stocked with beer money, provided an opportunity for him to hone his skills, and made it possible for broke, young guys like me to get a pair of wheels.

I couldn’t begin to afford a shiny new Rebel or Shadow, but the small-displacement, four- cylinder engine on the Honda meant the compression was spread out enough that even my lightweight ass could kick-start it. I’m 5’10” and only about 130lbs. I didn’t care that it was old, it was cheap, reliable, and fit me well. It was gentle enough to be forgiving of a new rider and powerful enough to get me out of trouble if I had to (because let’s be real, I was absolutely going to find trouble on this thing... but that's a story for another time).

We made arrangements for him to deliver it to my run-down apartment. I didn’t want my first experience on a real bike to be riding it across town dodging city traffic. Motorcycles are often invisible to the oblivious people who travel around in a cage of steel, glass, and safety. 


A few crumpled fifty’s exchanged hands, a title was signed over, and I put the key in my pocket. He would be by tomorrow to drop off the bike and would take some time beforehand to make sure all the fluids were fresh, the tires were safe, and everything was ready for a young and inexperienced rider. 

My soul was vibrating with the level of excitement typically reserved for the first time a gentleman opens a pair of knees.

Not much happens on Davis Street. It’s mostly low-rent houses with low-rent people that lead unremarkable lives and raise unremarkable juvenile delinquents. They are the countless cannon fodder of modern capitalism; and they’re either smart enough to accept it or too stupid to care. A disproportionate number of them count their career as being “on the disability”. These are the people who decorate their walls and windows with the artwork you find in a carnival midway. They don't have enough of their own business to mind, so the predominant pastime is monitoring and meddling in the affairs of others. Pure Westside: welcome to Grand Rapids.

Two of my roommates had come with me to buy the bike, and by the next morning everyone on the street knew about it. In a backstreet neighborhood where people don’t really do much aside from drink beer, get high, and try - typically in vain - to get laid, this was the entertainment of the day.

It was a little after noon and we were all sitting on the porch when Porkchop pulled up with Hambone riding shotgun in his pickup truck. Perched in the back was my glorious Honda. It had been freshly washed - even the tires were shiny. This was better than Christmas, and I was radiant with joy.

Now, while there are certainly Holy Wars between the various brands of riders when it comes to Harley’s vs Honda’s or Cruisers vs Sport bikes, but when it all comes down to it, we all just like bikes. It doesn’t matter who you are, if you’re on a bike you instantly have a friend in just about every other person who braves the world with the wind in their face no matter how or what you choose to ride. Bikers carry a “we’re all in this together” mentality that would change the entire world if more of us would look past our own tiny bubbles to share such ideals.

We were, indeed, all in this together. My roommates rode bikes, half my neighbors on the block rode bikes, and everyone was out front to see the new arrival. A few guys just walked right up and started helping steady it as it came down the ramp off the truck. Nobody asked them to, it’s just what you do. It was nice. Everyone was cool. Everyone was supportive. It didn’t matter that it was a cheap little old bike, it was a bike, and they treated it with the same reverence and respect that they would have treated a brand-new Goldwing or Harley. The number of times I heard “That’s a good bike, man” and “had one of those when I was a kid” in one hour was incredible.

Every rider there understood exactly how I felt, because they’d all had that “first bike” experience too. The combination of fear and anxiety, while trying to wear a mask of cool that won’t quite fit, was something that any man who had lost his virginity or stood in line waiting to ride a rollercoaster was frightfully familiar with.

I was ready, with a brand-new, full-face helmet and a ridiculously heavy leather jacket I’d picked up at Goodwill for a buck-a-pound price. I swung a leg over the bike and mounted my antique aluminum steed. I was cooler than Keanu; I was James Fucking Dean.

Now the controls on a motorcycle aren’t terribly complicated, but they’re also not super intuitive. Your left hand has a clutch lever and the Big Red Button that stops the engine in an “Oh Shit” moment. Your right hand has the front brake lever, and the grip itself is the throttle. Scattered across your hands are a myriad of little bullshit switches and buttons for things like turn signals, electric start, headlights, and the saddest excuse for a horn you’ve ever heard.  Your left foot has the gearshift. It’s a little peg on a lever that sticks out at your toe and sorts out five speeds and a neutral from only three positions of the lever. Your right foot gets it easy and only has the back brake lever under your toe.

It’s like being a fucking drummer, with a much higher risk/reward ratio. I’ve heard it said that a person riding a motorcycle in even light traffic, has more shit going on than a fighter pilot, and I believe it.

Of course, I had to start it. I mean, you just have to. It’s a moral imperative.

Now, I’d ridden a bit before. I’d never owned a bike, but my friend Waldo had a Honda Spree, and I’d ridden the hell out of that. The Spree isn’t a bike though, it’s an anemic little moped with an engine equivalent to a meth-addicted hamster. It tops out at about 40, on a good day, and doesn’t require things like shifting or a sense of personal pride. It has one speed, a clutch from a chainsaw, and is the most nut-less thing on two wheels. Still, Mopeds are like fat girls. They’re fun as hell to ride, but you’re going to have to smack your friends around for giving you shit when you do it.

I flipped out the little lever with my toe, turned on the gas valve, turned the key, planted my weight, and came down with everything my anorexic dipshit frame had to offer. She started on the 2nd kick and cheers came from the front porch.

Now, a 550 is a pretty small bike. Having twice the usual number of cylinders makes them individually quite small. Each piston in this engine is only a couple inches in diameter. Because of that, it’s a very gentle and relaxed motorcycle. It’s a completely different beast than say, a big V-Twin Harley. This bike doesn’t bark and roar, it purrs. It’s quiet and makes a nice soft sound that doesn’t have the aggressive nature of a big V-twin, or the ear-splitting buzz of a moped. The original ‘70s advertisements for this bike carried the tag line “You meet the nicest people on a Honda”, and that really sums up the sound and feel of the little 550.

It was just, happy. I instantly loved this bike.

I dropped a toe and she clicked into gear.

Now, you have to picture this. I’m sitting on several hundred pounds of Japanese aluminum, balanced on one leg and just being about as stupidly happy as a doofy country kid can get. I’m idling in the middle of a tiny residential street and there’s about two dozen people standing around, some on their porches, some on the strip of scraggle that counts for a front lawn. We’re all just enjoying the sunshine, being broke, and smiling.

There are moments in a man’s life where he’s obligated, by God and Country, to show off. It’s just one of the fundamental rules of being born with testicles. We’re genetically programmed to do stupid shit in front of people. I, certainly, am no exception, and in fact may even be a bit more genetically predisposed for it.

I figured I would do a burnout. Nothing crazy. I knew the little 550 didn’t have the stones or a short-enough wheelbase to get the front wheel off the ground. But a little tire spinning didn’t hurt anyone, and I was sitting in front of a whole herd of people who cherished the “Burn Gas, Go Fast” mentality. I’d give ‘er the gas, the ass end would go up in a little smoke, and I’d cruise down the street and around the block. Easy, simple. I’d spent my entire childhood on two wheels, I could do this.

Of course… those two wheels had pedals…

I grabbed a handful of throttle, goosed her in the ass, and dumped the clutch.

My quiet little bike, my gentle steed, roared to life and took off like a fucking cruise missile. She went from zero to JESUS in the blink of an eye and scared the living shit out of me. The bike rocketed for the first half of the block and it was only by a miracle that it didn’t smash into a parked car or decorate a tree. Thankfully, despite the speed and the noise and the outright terror, I wasn’t really in any danger at all.

Because the fucking bike left without me.

While my bike was speeding down the middle of the street, I was lying flat on my back right where I had started - because God has a sense of humor when it comes to people who are stupid enough to tempt fate.

The thing about bikes is, not only do they have a substantially higher power-to-weight ratio than a car, they also don’t have any back support. You have to hold the fuck on. Clearly, I had failed to do that.

When I spun up the engine and let go of the clutch, that required opening my left hand. The bike launched in the instant before I could adjust my grip and shot out from under me. My helmet slammed into my chest as I rolled backwards, ass over teakettle, with all the grace and poise of a quadriplegic kickboxing match. I stuck the landing beautifully on my back which knocked the wind right out of me. I couldn’t breathe, and the only reason that thirty assholes couldn’t hear the fact that all I could do was make sounds like a retarded walrus, was that they were all pissing themselves laughing.

I quietly prayed for a massive, centipede-axled, asphalt truck to run me over. The only person who had ever laid on his back on a perfect sunny day and felt like this, was Charlie Brown.

My roommate eventually came over to help me up, and a couple guys walked down the street and picked up my bike. I joined them and made my walk of shame pushing the bike back to my driveway. The turn signal was bent at an odd angle, but it was still functional. I replaced the cracked lens a week later, but I left the stalk bent as a reminder to never get stupid on a bike.

And that was a life lesson I never forgot.

Stay safe out there and keep the rubber side down.
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Subtle as a Brick 

I’ve never been one for subtlety, but I’ve always had a gift for communication. I try to make an impact on everyone I meet, and I firmly believe that everyone out there has something to teach me. This, however, was a lesson I was not prepared for.

In the mid-90’s, the 300 block of Ionia SW was an industrial ghetto wasteland. It was filled with hookers and dealers, hustlers and homeless, freaks, thieves, and runaways. On one side of the street was an open field nestled under the highway that was home to random homeless men and the occasional freshly bagged hooker.

On the other side was 344 Ionia SW stood a monolithic brick structure that originally held The Furniture City Brewing Company back in the late 1800’s. Now though, it was a shithole. The building would have been abandoned if it weren’t for the 23 young lunatics that lived there, teetering on the edge of dying from starvation or exposure. It was a wild time, and for an 18-year-old country kid that had a head full of dreams, and didn’t know a damn thing about living in a big city, it was my castle.

It was a cavernous building with 25-foot ceilings made of arched brick. A massive gothic-looking monstrosity with walls that were nearly seven feet thick at the bottom. It towered sixty feet over the street and looked out over the iconic S-curve in the highway that marked the heart of downtown.

We were kings - or at least we felt like it. We were young and motivated, smart enough to change the world, and stupid enough to think it was a good idea to try. We had electricity, hot water, and heat, albeit intermittently and never more than any two at the same time. Twenty bucks was a week’s food from the Heartside Grocery store on Division. We lived on pasta, sliced ham, tuna fish, and tortillas.

We were broke, but we were happy and having a blast. Our main mission was cleaning this old shithole up and making it into what would become a science and technology workshop and educational facility. We were teenage nerds, hell bent on getting people excited about science.

Over our first summer there, we removed all the hookers from our block of Ionia. Usually just asking nicely did the trick. It doesn’t matter what someone does for a living, kindness and respect usually get returned. We explained that we were building a school, and they moved on up the street a ways.

We remained friendly with them and gave an open invitation to duck into our garage when it was raining. Kindness works, and never once did one of them try to pull anything stupid - like servicing clients in our garage or any of that crap. They were decent to us, and we were decent to them. We were all just trying to get by in the hood.

The drug dealers were the same way, for the most part. Some guy sets up camp on our corner, I’d walk out, say “Hi,” and something like “Ya gotta move on man, we’re a school here. Go up the street and you’re fine, but if you’re out front of a school the cops are gonna be all over your ass.” They’re not the smartest guys in town, but they have a hell of a sense of self-preservation. Usually, if you put things into perspective for them, they’ll never be back.

All of them that is, except one.

I never learned his name, and that’s probably for the best. But this one asshole drove a black, late-80’s Camaro with glass T-tops. A T-top is where the roof has a center spline of just normal roof down the middle from the front to the back, and on either side, over each seat, is a window. You can pop them out and have a convertible.

He’d always park in the same place, on the East side of the street just before Goodrich. He’d sit there for hours, selling packets out of his car. Sometimes he’d lean against the driver’s door, sometimes he’d sit inside. But he’d be there all afternoon and well into the evening.

The first day he was there, I walked outside, asked nicely, and he was cordial. I expected he’d be gone before I made it back upstairs.

Nope. He stayed.

The next day, I tried again, polite, respectful, but firm. “You gotta go. We’re building a school here. There’s kids and parents and they’re going to freak out if there’s a dealer on the corner. There will be cops, and it doesn’t end well for a guy with your job.”

He didn’t give a shit. This was his spot, and he intended to keep it. He made it very clear that he was here until he wasn’t, and that’s how it was going to be.

Okay man, okay.

I went back inside, and that was that. I called the cops and got one of many little life lessons about living in a real city. The cops have actual things to deal with, and a low-rent drug dealer working on a street corner is about as high of a priority as jaywalking. Metro cops have honest to God battles to fight, life and death, every day. My little dealer dude would get handled when the rest of the city was safe. I can understand that. I can respect that. But it didn’t help my situation at the time.

And so, he remained.

A few days later I was painting the outside of the building and a cop came down the alley. I flagged him down and explained the situation. He said he’d talk to the guy, but it wasn’t likely to end in arrest unless he was really stupid. There simply wasn’t much he could do. I asked him what I should do, and he said, “Don’t do anything stupid or you’ll get shot, kid.” I believed him.

So, every day he showed up, we called the cops. This was about 4 times a week, for a month. Sometimes (more than we expected, actually) they came. Sometimes they’d park behind him, near the alley, and just sit there for half an hour. Sometimes they’d talk to him. Once or twice they even got him to leave, but he never got arrested. Unfortunately, he always came back within a day or two. This little game went on for weeks.

Now, our building was made of brick. Our street was also brick, covered in a layer of patchy asphalt in most places, but you could see big holes and patches of brick underneath it. I don’t know why they were there, or where they came from, but up in the very top of our building was a few small piles of bricks. Not a lot, a few hundred or so, piled way up in an unused space we called the “Pigeon Loft” because it was filled with either Pigeons or Bats depending on what time of day it was. It was not a nice place to be, and we stayed the hell out of there most of the time.

I love the smell of the city in the early morning. Every neighborhood has its own set of smells. The Westside smells like cinnamon rolls because of the giant bakery on Leonard. The south end of downtown though, smells like diesel and creosote. It’s earthy, dirty, and sweet. The morning breath of the asphalt plant, the railroad, and the dozen trucking companies that all conglomerate together as you get south of Franklin wheezes up over Wealthy as an urban industrial perfume. It reminds us that this city still runs on bottled dinosaurs.

It was going to be a beautiful summer day, and I was in a good mood. The Phantom Shitter had passed us by overnight, and any day that didn’t start with having to deal with a fresh loaf on my doorstep was a good day.

We were working on an upper floor. Hauling out fifty-pound boxes of old files from companies long dead that had been sitting up there since Christ was a corporal. They were all on pallets, hundreds of pallets, and each one weighed over a ton. We moved thousands of boxes that summer. Filling dumpsters, all to go off and be recycled. All day long, mister T-top worked his corner, and his presence ate away at my soul.

We ate dinner sitting on the roof, and my friends and I contemplated just what we should do about T-top and how to solve the problem, when I came upon the idea. I asked the guys to go downstairs and lock all the doors for the night. They made the rounds (to live in that neighborhood was to have a solid sense of security when it came to doors and locks).

It was a strange existence to me and a strong bit of culture shock for a country boy. I never had a key to my own house growing up. The doors were never locked.

Such is not the case in the hood. Any door would be randomly tested by morning, and any vulnerability would be exploited immediately. More than once we’d had the experience of clearing the building because something had been left unlocked or a weakness had been found. Things in the hood don’t just go “bump” in the night, they fuck right off to the pawn shop.

I walked down a couple floors and stuck my head out the window over T-top.

“Hey man, you gotta fuck off. This isn’t cool. You gotta leave, man.” I said, already committed to my plan, but I wanted to at least give him an honest shot. “Fuck you, man!” came back; the expected reply.

“I’m done fuckin around with you man, you’re moving tonight, we’re ending this!” I yelled. Trying to be as intimidating as all 130lbs of white country boy could be at 18 years old. He had fifty pounds, 5 years, and a hell of a lot more street smarts on me, and we both knew it.

“Just try it motherfucker! Come on down here and we can work this out,” he yelled.

No thanks asshole, I may be an idiot hick kid in the hood, but I’m not completely stupid, and I have a castle.

And castles, are bulletproof.

I figured he was armed. I had to assume that just came with the job of being a street corner drug dealer. But I also knew that unless he had a buddy with a tank, there was nothing he could have that would get through a couple feet of brick wall.

So, we made sure the whole team was inside, safe, and away from any windows. Then a few of us headed up to the Pigeon loft and grabbed a couple bricks.

Now these aren’t the kind of bricks you see walls made from. They didn’t have holes in them, just a rectangular dent on the bottom. They’re light colored, pinks and whites, and smooth on five sides. They’re bigger than a typical brick, about double that size, but not nearly as big as a concrete block. You can lift one in each hand, but you’re not going to carry them far. I grabbed two, and so did my buddies, and we headed up the seven stairs to the roof.

I walked over to the edge. A low wall, about 3-foot-high, ran around the edge of the building. The top of the wall was made from peaked, brown clay tiles. Shiny and smooth on top, with little bubbles in the glaze. I looked over and moved to where I was just above his car. There was sixty feet of air and four feet of sidewalk from him to me. He was facing the street, leaning against his car and smoking a cigarette.

My friends checked the side street and made sure it was just us. We didn’t really get foot traffic down here, but it did happen occasionally, and we wanted to be sure nobody got hurt.

I held the brick outstretched over the edge, feeling its heft in my shoulder, my muscles burned as I felt the weight of the brick and the consequences of my actions.

I let go. I didn’t toss it. I didn’t put any energy into the brick at all. I just opened my fingers and let gravity, God, and Newton call the shots. I didn’t want to kill him, which meant I had to get his attention. I couldn’t really aim it all that well, but if he saw it coming, I was pretty certain he’d have enough time to get out of the way. I knew if I just let one go it would miss him by a mile but hit behind him and get his attention.

It hit the sidewalk hard enough that we heard it from the roof. It exploded into dust and chunks, showering his car with rocks and making a hell of a racket as they hit the door.

It took him a full ten seconds to even begin to process what had happened. By then I had reloaded and was hiding behind the low wall when he started to yell.

My friend turned to me and said, “We’re gonna get shot, we’ve lost the element of surprise.”

“The walls are over a foot thick, even up here, and trust me, he’s gonna be surprised,” I said, as I peeked over the edge.

He wasn’t holding a gun. I was surprised.

I airmailed another brick; this one got a little shove. It landed halfway back on the passenger side of the hood and made a very expensive sound when it hit. The sheet metal of the hood snapped up at the front and back corners, crimping around the brick and you could see parts of the engine that were supposed to be hidden from my vantage point.

That really pissed him off. His yelling was unintelligible from up on the roof, but I’m relatively certain he questioned my parentage and may have said some things about my mother. He started walking towards the front door and was about two parking spaces away when I let the third one go.

It made a very different sound I wasn’t expecting. The sound was the passenger side T-top glass being sledgehammered into the seat by an urban meteorite, followed immediately by the sound of “MOTHER FUCKER” being screamed at the top of his lungs.

Still, he hadn’t shot at us. We were really expecting that to be a part of this.

I peeked over; he was standing next to his car.

I yelled, “That’s three. I’ve got plenty more. If you get in your car and leave, this stops. Stay here, and you’ll have a pile of scrap metal under a ton of bricks, asshole. Your call.”

He contemplated it a lot longer than I would have, but about a minute later he got in his car and peeled out. The last time I saw him he was headed North on Ionia doing fifty in a twenty-five.

I never saw him again, but sometime in the small hours that night, I did get one of my bricks back. He left it in the lobby, via the front window.

Worth it.

A couple months later, a friend of mine who had heard the story told me he was at Meijer and saw a guy in the parking lot driving a black T-top Camaro, with no hood and a trash bag for the passenger side roof. Aside from that, he was never heard from by my friends or I ever again.

And thus, the lesson, of how to be as subtle as a brick.
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Mikey Jerked Off My Cat 

In my entire life I’ve said “I Love You” to a handful of women and every dog I’ve ever met.

I grew up in the open rolling farm country of Southwest Michigan, where people pet cows like they’re two thousand-pound dogs. In Coopersville, it was a perfectly ordinary thing for people to visit the feed mill to get hay and horse feed and leave with a bonus kitten as well.

It was my last day at college. I’d been living with Mikey just off campus for a while now, and a couple friends and I were moving to the city to start the part of my life that gave me all the stories from Ionia Street. We were loading up everything in the tiny two-bedroom apartment, and it was a circus. Moving Day at college is a shitshow of several thousand people who have no idea where to be. Cars are getting loaded, people rent every U-Haul truck in the state thinking they’re going to fit a thousand pounds of shit into ten square feet of dorm room, and every door on campus is open.

I don’t know how or when he wandered in, but at some point, a little white cat with strikingly blue eyes just magically appeared in our apartment. I gave him a scratch behind the ears and went on with my day. I was busy loading all of my worldly possessions into an old, jet-black, ‘86 Chevy S-10 and mocking the stupid. At this point in my life, every single thing I owned fit easily into the bed of that pickup, but I was mentally calculating just how far various other vehicles would make it before the heaps of furniture broke the inexperienced rigging and started taking flight out the ass end of their trailers. Every semester on moving day, Lake Michigan Drive is an open-air mattress store with great bargains for anyone that knows how to get grass stains out.

The day progressed, and I asked everyone I saw about the cat with no results. My questions of, “Is he yours? Have you seen him before?” only brought eye-brow raised looks and the occasional “nope”.  I came down to the last thing left in the apartment, a white plastic laundry basket with some marginally clean clothes. When you’re a twenty-something male there’s more than just clean and dirty; it’s a spectrum. As I checked all the rooms for anything left, I closed all the doors, and the cat followed me from room to room.

“Ok, bud, you gotta go. My next stop is thirty miles from here, and I’m not coming back.”

He just stared up at me. I lacked the kind of college experience with recreational pharmaceuticals that allowed him to engage in conversation.

“Come on dude, you can’t stay here,” I said, as I made a scooting motion with my hands.

Instead of leaving, he hopped right into the basket and laid down on the laundry.

“Ok asshole, fine.”

I picked up the basket and expected him to jump out the moment I did.

I carried it outside and thought any moment he’s going to take off like a shot. But he laid there, comfy as could be.

I sat the basket on the old red bench seat of the truck, and still, he stayed right there on top of my clothes.

No worries. I’ve taken a cat to the vet before. I know the loving joy of screaming “YOU BASTARD” while trying to peel a wad of terrified hair and claws off the ceiling of the car and nearly losing an eye in the process. We wouldn’t make it out of the parking lot before he dove out the open window.

This fuckin’ cat...

If he was any more relaxed, he’d have been in a coma. He just stayed there on my laundry, curled up in a little ball and rode the whole way to Grand Rapids. He wouldn’t leave, and I didn’t have the heart to just leave him on the side of the road or something. It was clear that this wasn’t the kind of arrangement where I had a cat, the cat had decided that he had a person, and I was it.

He stayed in the laundry basket all the way there, through carrying it inside, up six flights of stairs, and the moment I sat the basket down on the floor of my new apartment, he hopped out and started to survey his new surroundings.

I named him Frank, because of his piercing blue eyes. Though I’m certain most people must have thought his name was “Hey, asshole”.

Frank was an odd cat, but we tolerated each other and got along well. He was easily the best roommate I’ve ever had. He wasn’t picky about food, and more often than not joined me for dinner regardless of what I was having. He spent the majority of his time either perched on top of the shelf in the middle of the room or curled up napping on my bed if there happened to be a convenient sunbeam hitting it.

Frank was the only cat I’ve ever seen who not only wasn’t bothered by water but loved it! The damn fool would follow me into the shower if I wasn’t quick enough with the door and was perfectly happy to get shampooed and rinsed off. I considered this a feature as it solved the problem of having a curious, snow white cat while living in a giant industrial building.

My apartment was glorious. It was one single massive room with brick walls all painted white, and a twenty-three-foot-high ceiling. The whole space was about thirty-five feet long, and fifty feet wide. After years of cramped collegiate living, this was cavernous.

The South-East corner of the room held the simple kitchen with its green countertop and 60’s vintage fridge that was shaped like a suppository. The North-West corner held my “bed”.  The “bed” was something I had made from an old pallet rack, some plywood, and a chunk of wrestling mat set five feet off the floor with 2 more levels above. I even made a perch up on top for Frank.

Along the East wall, bordering the kitchen, sat the small bathroom. The ceiling for the bathroom was an old factory window set at an angle down from the wall, and the shower had no ceiling at all. Both gave an awesome effect, and I would often leave the room lights off and just use the bathroom lights to bathe the entire apartment in a soft glow.

There were only two ways in or out of the apartment. The North wall was dominated by a gigantic open-sided staircase that climbed twenty feet up and to the West, ending at a hatch in the ceiling that went to the Batcave/Pidgeon Loft above. The main entrance to the apartment was a staircase set in an open hole in the floor along the East wall. It started from just off the upper staircase and dove down under the shower to a big steel door, opening to the offices below on the second floor. Neither staircase had any kind of handrails or guardrails, and you could just step off from the main floor of my apartment into open space. The climb up to the Batcave was harrowing for the uninitiated.

Mikey made a habit of standing on the lower staircase, leaning against the stairway wall, while resting his crossed arms on the floor of my apartment. This was a common way for us to have conversations because from that vantage point, he could talk to me anywhere in the room without having to haul his fat ass up the stairs. It also put him in prime position to pet the damn cat, and they loved each other.

Now, Frank, was a zero-maintenance cat. I just accepted him as he came, and he was clearly someone’s pet for a year or more before he wandered into my life. I just assumed he’d already had all his shots and such and I never bothered taking him to a vet for anything. The thought of having him neutered was a running joke, often expressed by yelling, “I’M GOING TO PUT YOUR NUTS IN A JAR IF YOU DON’T GET THE FUCK DOWN FROM THERE!”. But that had more to do with the fact that Frank was an asshole, and his one other striking feature aside from his eyes.

Frank had huge balls.

He wasn’t a small cat, but his sack was comically huge, being roughly the size of a pair of walnuts.

Mikey, being the good-natured asshole that he is, had a habit of tormenting the cat. He would stand in his spot on the stairs, pet the cat, and on occasion he’d put his hand in the shape of a GI-Joe guys “kung-fu grip” and lightly but vigorously twiddle the back of his fingers on Frank’s nuts while making a “doodleoodleoodle” sound.

I don’t know how this became a thing, but it was definitely a thing. This was a daily occurrence and it was just stupid and funny, because every time Mike did this it broke the cat. Frank would stick his ass up so high that he’d fall over and this was just cheap entertainment.

This went on for months. Every time Mikey would come up for our morning meeting, Frank would wander over and get a belly rub that would last as long as the meeting. And without a word, he just seemed to know when we were wrapping up, Frank would flip over and the last thing Mikey did was “doodleooddleooddle” his nuts, Frank would go into vapor lock, crash, and Mikey would head downstairs as we started out day.

It was dumb, but funny, and just became a part of our morning routine.

One morning though, Mikey and I were talking about a big project we had going on with building a twenty-foot-high harness swing in the big empty room on the second floor. The idea was to hang a pair of climbing ropes from a chain in the ceiling, put a harness on the end with an idiot (me, usually) in it, and fly them around the room. It was a complicated setup, and we were excited about it, so we were talking a lot longer than usual.

During our meeting, Frank had kept his usual schedule though. Mikey hadn’t noticed and was just absentmindedly twiddling his nuts. He wasn’t making the sound, he was just talking to me and not paying attention at all to what his hand was doing. He was just holding a running conversation and twiddling the cat’s balls. He probably would have stopped if Frank had fallen over like he usually did, but for some reason today he hadn’t, and Mikey just kept going. Nobody thought anything of it. I was making breakfast and not paying any attention, Mikey was focused on the technical details of the project, and Frank was just being Frank.

Everything was totally normal... until the cat had an orgasm.

The cat let out a loud and long, “YEEEEEOOOOOWWWLLLL!” and Mikey started screaming even louder, “OH MY FUCKING GOD, DUDE! HOLY FUCK! OH SHIT, MAN! IIIIIIEEEEEWWWWW!” as he came bounding up the stairs shaking his hand like it was on fire on a dead run to the kitchen sink.

Mikey jerked off the fucking cat.

You’d have thought it was nuclear waste by the way Mikey was diving elbow deep into the two stainless basins, lathering half his arms in Orange Stuff and making the high-pitched sounds of a prom queen who just stepped in dog shit.

I laughed until I couldn’t stand up and sat down on the floor next to Frank, who was laying there cross-eyed and purring. The poor bastard had been cock-teased for months. I could only imagine how happy he was.

Mikey never twiddled the cat’s nuts again, but you can be damn sure that Frank thought Mikey was the greatest human alive. He ran to greet him every time he walked into my apartment after that morning.
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How I Got A Concussion Doing My Own Plumbing

Ever notice how expensive plumbers are? There’s a reason for that. Cheap labor isn’t skilled, and skilled labor isn’t cheap. They’re worth it. Let me tell you about one of my scars that constantly reminds me of this fact…

I was barely eighteen, and my weirdo friends and I had just rented a city block of downtown Grand Rapids, Michigan. It was 26,800 square feet of the most decrepit real estate in the industrial ghetto. It was an old, ugly, brick monstrosity that had a style all its own. We loved it.

We were also young, inept, and dangerously naive.

The last thing the landlord did after I signed my life away was point at a hatch just inside the front door and say “that’s where the main water valve is” as he jogged, giggling, to his car and got out of there as fast as possible.

The building had sat empty for well over a year, inhabited by a dozen homeless people who were burning barrels of trash for heat and using every nook and cranny as a toilet.

Don’t worry, they had used the toilets too. There were several of them scattered around the south end of the building across several floors. Every last one was a moldy heap of dried shit layered over a foot high above the seat-less rim.

How the fuck do you even DO that? I cannot imagine the thought process that leads someone to look at a toilet, with no water, no hope, and a bowl already full of a dozen other people’s shit and say “yeah, there’s room, I can do this”. I don’t know who you are, freakshow-champion-vaulting-shitter, but cheers to you mate.

I also knew that I would see you in hell before I was the one to clean those motherfucking toilets. I grew up in farm country, and I’ve mucked stalls with the best of ‘em. I’ve experienced the warm joy of having a deluge of cow shit sprayed down my back in a milking parlor. I’ve cleaned plenty of toilets before, but this was a whole new level of shitpocalypse. I don’t believe there’s any job that’s “beneath” me, but there was no way in hell I was going to clean those. If I had to handle it myself, I’d just bag and tag those fuckers and toss them wholesale in a dumpster.

But I also knew what it cost to replace one, and I had to find a cheaper way.

We had already run all the homeless guys out, so I had to do a little looking. It took perhaps five minutes. I found a little man in his 40’s sitting under the back loading dock. He was literally in his 40’s - he had a tiny fort of empty 40oz beer bottles that he had used to wall off the two open sides.

“Wanna make a couple bucks?” I asked, as I knelt down and caught a glimpse inside. If he wanted privacy, he shouldn’t have built a glass house.

“For… uh… what?” he asked, cautiously. I imagine his mind was going to dangerous and disgusting places already, but he certainly wasn’t expecting what I was about to offer.

“The toilets inside, I need someone to clean them. You want the job?”

“What’s it pay?” he asked.

I thought for a moment, I tried to imagine what it would take to compel me to undertake such a task. Tyvek biohazard 5-layer pressurized full-body suit with a battery powered ventilator, double nitrile gloves, layers of tape sealing, booties, boots, one of those big yellow city vacuum trucks they use for cleaning out storm drains, 500 gallons of bleach, 50 gallons of quaternary cleaner, fifty-thousand dollars in my pocket, a bottle of The Balvenie, and a nymphomaniac midget to aid in my recovery from the mental trauma.

“I’ll give you a hundred bucks.”

“Each.”

You little motherfu- “Sure, deal. When can you-” he was already moving and bounding through the loading dock door before I had even stood up.

He walked through the back door, straight through the entire building, and right out the front door without saying a word or slowing down. He foraged perhaps 20 feet into the empty lot across the street and came back seconds later with an empty coffee can.

He marched directly into the first bathroom, just off the lobby in the corner of the stairs and with no gloves, no mask, no hesitation, and no fear. He used that rusty old coffee can to get a big scoop of dried human shit and carried it across the street into the field.

I tried very hard to just keep lunch where it was intended, standing well away, and upwind. I told him to holler at me when he was done and made sure to stay well to the other end of the building for the next few hours.

I had to get this man some water, he was going to need it.

I enlisted the help of a couple of the guys, we stationed one man on each floor; we had a foolproof plan. We were going to open a faucet in a sink or something, on each floor. Then I would crack the main valve and slowly fill the system with water. Once the air had all vented out and the water was running smooth and clear, each person on each floor would close their valve and we’d be set. Easy, simple. I got this.

I opened the old wooden hatch inside the front door. I don’t know exactly what I was expecting, but a 2-foot-wide hole, deep enough to stand waist deep in… that wasn’t it. Deep down inside, about a foot off the bottom, was a pair of valves with a meter in the middle. The pipe was massive. I was used to living in a house, with a main water feed that was perhaps an inch in diameter at most, usually ¾ inch. This fucker was as thick as my arm. I hadn’t yet learned that the building was originally a brewery, a century ago.

I gently, slowly, opened the outer valve, upstream of the meter. It clicked a couple times, but nothing scary happened. I opened it slowly, turn by turn, until it gave me enough resistance to know I was all the way there.

“Everyone ready?!” I yelled up the stairs. Several shouts came back, it was time.

It was also rigidly stuck.

I turned it gently; it didn’t budge. I tried harder, but the valve made it quite clear that my 130lb intellectual frame simply didn’t have enough lead in my ass to make this happen. So, I hollered for Mikey.

Mikey, well... he’s a big sumbitch, and that’s exactly the kind of guy I needed at that moment. I showed him what was going on, he laughed at me, and hopped down in the hole. It held on his first attempt, so he tried again with two hands. I told him to hang on a second, I was going to let everyone know it was finally time, as we’d been screwing around for several minutes to get to this stage.

I walked over to the stairs and gave a shout. Several bored and mildly irritated guys hollered back.

“Go for it,” I told him.

And he did. Mike gave a grunt, the valve gave a snap, and he started cranking for Jesus. We heard the water flow in the pipes, the meter made a tikatikatika sound, and we just heard the quiet rushing of water for several seconds. We thought everything was working just fine.

That’s when the screaming started.

A lot of screaming.

From several people, on several floors, all at once.

The unintelligible cacophony was immediately understood, and I shouted at Mikey to close the valve. He did, but not before the waterfall started to descend the staircase.

It’s like seeing your teacher at the grocery store dressed in leggings and a t-shirt. It’s something you’re totally familiar with, absolutely normal, and yet it just fucks with your head. I’m fine with water. I live in Michigan; water is what we do. I’ve seen lakes, rivers, creeks, and even a waterfall or two.

Stairs, groovy, seen tons of ‘em. I can go up, down, I’m even ok with the spiral ones. Being a man of grace and poise, I have even accomplished the rare and difficult trick of falling up the stairs. Stairs and I, we go way back.

But this was the only time I’d ever seen a waterfall cascading down a staircase. That… that’s fucked up, man.

I was not in any manner prepared for the sheer volume of water that came down the stairs. It was easily in the hundreds of gallons. It filled the valve hole, overran it, and poured out onto the sidewalk.

It’s ok, it’s just a broken pipe, I can do this. I can fix this. I got this.

So, we went to the hardware store, and I figured it out. Copper was the fancy stuff, but that shit’s expensive. Ok, so that’s out. This white stuff though, PVC, this is cheap. We can afford this. I had a talk with the sales dude, and he taught me everything he knew about how to do plumbing with PVC pipe.

It took about five minutes.

I got a pile of pipe and fittings, a can of glue, and all I needed was a tape measure and a hacksaw - I already had both of those. We were set. We’d have working water in a couple hours.

“Fuckin’ plumbers, what do they know? This isn’t that hard. I’m a goddamn genius of plumbing,” I thought to myself.

The plumbing system for the building was super simple. The feed came into a bathroom on the ground floor, then passed by into the White Room just behind it. That’s where the one and only water heater was, a fifty-gallon contraption that may have been there since Vietnam and made for the only part of the job I was scared of. Lighting the pilot on a water heater just puckers my ass and always has. But I’m a rugged man, a manly man, and I can light a water heater, dammit.

The water heater twin pipes (because now we had hot water!) launched vertically up through the ceiling to the second floor. They just pass on through to the third so that’s easy. On three I had my apartment, kitchen sink, toilet, bathroom sink, and shower - done. It wasn’t everything in the building, but it was enough to get started and establish basic life support. Also… I’d definitely run out of pipe by then, so it would have to do for now.

Sure, all the pipe was exposed, just anchored to the brick wall. It also may have looked like it was done by a one-armed, blindfolded, twelve-year-old with ADHD while cranked out on meth. But it was done, and I did it. I was radiantly proud of myself. Fuckin’ plumbers, what do they know?

We slowly turned on the water, and only had one leak. There was a spot where the plastic PVC pipe had to thread into the metal water heater, and it leaked like hell. Clearly, I hadn’t gotten it tight enough. But now that it was all glued together, I can’t turn the pipe.

Ok… cut the pipe with a hacksaw, then turn it. Glue in a coupling and it was all back together a few minutes later. Turn the water back on… and it leaked even worse. What the fuck?

Ok, cut it apart again, this time we made a whole new end (because it was getting short now), put it all back together, bring the water up slowly… no leaks! SUCCESS!

It worked great, and I was thrilled. The stinking masses were thrilled too; finally, we could have real showers!

The warm glow of success lasted maybe two whole hours. But at least that was long enough to let Shea finish the toilets, and for that we were all thankful. I gave the little fucker a hundred-dollar-bill every time he started hollering and proudly showcased a clean toilet. By the end of the day he’d made five-hundred bucks, and I never told him that it’s a damn good thing we didn’t have six toilets. I had about forty bucks left to my name.

After he was done, we forced him to go get a “clean”(-er) change of clothes and take a shower upstairs. He looked like the floor of a dairy barn that needed mucking. He didn’t need a washcloth; he needed a pressure washer.

He came down looking like a new man.

Right about then was when the fountain started in the White Room. The cold-water line just launched right the fuck off the top of the water heater, leaving the fitting still inside. I was a floor above it and heard something, followed by a lot of yelling. We got the water turned off and started fixing it... again.

Thankfully, the White Room was empty except for the water heater off in the corner. It was about the size of a two-car garage, with brick walls painted stark white, and a floor drain in the middle of the room. The mess wasn’t a big deal to clean up.

The good news was that we had enough parts to fix it. The bad news was, we didn’t have enough parts to fix it properly. So now we only had water to one toilet, and the White Room. The only running water in the building was the water heater itself, the lavatory sink for the bathroom next to it, and that one toilet. We had no money for more parts, and it was Saturday night. Even if we did have money for the parts we needed, nothing would be open for days.

What we did have was a garden sprinkler. One of those with the arched bar about a foot-and-a-half long that has a row of holes in it. They spray a fan of little streams that sways back and forth. We found it in one of the many random piles of debris left by a century of previous tenants, complete with about twenty feet of only slightly crusty garden hose. This was a wonderful discovery, because we quickly realized that the only hot water source we had in the building was the hose spigot on the bottom of the water heater.

With a bit of nylon construction twine, we tied the sprinkler vertically to the steel support column in the middle of the White Room, at about five feet off the floor. The hose ran down and across the room to the water heater, which was now cranked up to somewhere between Tea Kettle and Saturn-V.

We could all get showers! But we only had about ten minutes of hot water with no temperature control - and it came from a sprinkler. The solution was simple: we all got naked.

There comes a point when working together that you can all get so filthy and everyone stinks so bad that you just don’t give a fuck anymore. Modesty goes right out the window and nobody cares about dignity at all. Everyone stripped down right there and stood in a circle around the sprinkler. We opened the valve on the water heater and the sprinkler cracked to life, spraying a blast of water hot enough to fill the upper half of the room with steam in the first couple minutes.

We walked, slowly, around the pole like some strange, naked, Pagan, cleansing ritual and quickly worked out a system. You adjust the temperature by how close you stand to the sprinkler. You stand there, spin around a couple times to get wet, and as you step out of the water the person ahead of you hands you the bottle of dish soap (it’s what we had).

Then, the next person gets the sprinkler while you soap up with a healthy handful of Palmolive For Pots and Pans, and once they step out of the water, you pass it to them. You scrub like hell, everywhere you can, as you walk around the circle. No sponges, no washcloths, and this definitely wasn’t a loofah kind of place. You use your fingertips like God intended and try to scrub as much crud as you can. Eventually, right around the time you’re freezing to death, about half dry/half crusty with soap, you get to the sprinkler again and rinse as much as you can. If you need, repeat the cycle.

With this system, twenty-three highly motivated people can have a hot shower that’s reasonably decent before the tank goes completely cold in about nine or ten minutes. If you just use the hose, and no sprinkler, the water goes cold in about three minutes and then you’re fucked.

It worked surprisingly well, and we all got some hilarious memories from the week of sprinkler showers. There’s no way you can endure such a thing and not get a few laughs out of it. I would not recommend this as a typical corporate team building exercise in today’s world, however.

It took a week to be able to get a couple bucks for plumbing supplies, but I pulled it off eventually. I fixed the water heater connection, and even built a proper shower in the white room and one on the second floor as well. With three separate showers we were now living in luxury. We had hot and cold running water to the kitchen, and life was awesome.

One nice aspect of abject poverty is that you quickly learn to appreciate the little things. Hot and cold running water that is clean and safe to drink is pretty damn awesome, and the overwhelming majority of people in America take this for granted every day.

After a week or two, we did as well. Fuckin plumber’s, what do they know?

It was a beautiful June morning as dawn broke over the city. My gigantic arched-top windows in what was now my third-floor apartment were four feet wide and twelve feet high. They all faced south and west. With the sun itself blocked, dawn appeared as a wash of light crawling down from the west into the Grand River Valley and flooding the world with hope.

I crawled down half-awake from my pallet-rack and plywood bed and stepped into the shower. I turned on the water and in my Zen state eased into consciousness with wonderful hot water and a bottle of some random green Amway body wash that my girlfriend’s parents had given me. All was good in my world.

Then... I woke up. I was very cold, laying in an awkward position on the tile floor of my single-stall shower. There was a lot of blood everywhere.

The water was spraying in a single giant stream like from a garden hose, straight from a hole in the wall where the shower head had been a moment ago. I hurt in places you don’t even know you own, and I was somewhere between scared as hell and pissed right the fuck off. I wasn’t sure whether to cry or to kill the next motherfucker I saw with a clawhammer. Either option felt like a perfectly acceptable choice at that moment.

I managed, with no small amount of difficulty, to stand up. I turned off the water, stepped out of the shower, and looked in the mirror. I looked like the drippings from a drunken fuck. I was covered head-to-toe in goosebumps and way too much blood to be only mildly concerned. The shower looked like a Manson Family Christmas Special, and I had no idea just what the fuck was going on.

It took me a while to piece it together, but as near as I could figure out, this is what had happened. The shower head had exploded off the wall when the fitting broke where it turned horizontal from coming up the wall. The old metal shower head smacked me in the forehead, and it was either that, or when the back of my head hit the wall when I fell down, that knocked me out. I was bleeding from both sides, so it’s anyone’s guess on the details.

Fuckin’ Plumbers, what do they know?

They know that you have to use purple fucking primer when you glue PVC pipe together. Because the glue is a solvent, and while it can and does bond directly to the pipe, the joint won’t last and can pop it apart after a while if you don’t use the purple primer to etch the smooth surface first to give the glue something to grab on to.

They know that you have to use Teflon tape and pipe dope on threaded fittings, and they know which ones to use each for. They know a thousand things that I didn’t. It turns out that there’s a lot more to being a plumber than just knowing that shit flows downhill, payday’s on Friday, and “don’t chew your fingernails.”

It took me a week’s work, and another few hundred bucks, to tear apart the whole plumbing system and rebuild everything - this time with primer on all the joints before I glued them. Still, none of it was anywhere near code, but it worked, and it got us through a couple years until we could get the experienced help that we needed.

I still have that scar on my forehead. It serves as my daily reminder that “Skilled Labor Isn’t Cheap, and Cheap Labor Isn’t Skilled.”

Plumbers, Electricians, Carpenters, HVAC Techs, and all of the other skilled trades are far too often looked down upon in our society as idiots that didn’t go to college.  I want you to remember that the next time you’re sitting there missing some manner of fundamental service in your life. When the heat won’t work, when you’re sitting in the dark, or when you’re standing there ankle deep in shit.

They’re expensive, because it’s a hard job that pays well. You can’t do it, and they’re a hell of a lot smarter than you gave them credit for.

They’re worth it.
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You’ve Never Been Hungry 

Most people in America have no idea what it’s like to be truly hungry. That’s a mixed blessing. It’s good that we enjoy a society where, as a whole, we are successful enough that such things are relatively rare. What’s bad about it is that it’s a house of cards and most of us have no idea how quickly, easily, and effortlessly we could be in a desperate situation. Hunger, real, gut-wrenching hunger gives a perspective that most of us will never know.

He was easily sixty years old, with a dark face that carried a map of the world on it. His tattered, plaid flannel shirt flapped as he walked, hanging open over his t-shirt. An old Mexican man just walking down Ionia street.

My Dad and I barely noticed him. We were working inside the garage in the front of the building, the door was open to enjoy the cool summer morning before the heat of the day would set in. We were just inside the door, taking a break and smoking a cigarette for a moment as he came slowly walking down the street.

We talked, not really paying attention to him. We were talking about the technical details of installing new rollers on the garage door, and I barely registered when the man stopped about a hundred feet away. He knelt down and examined something for a full minute, and then resumed his solitary march.

It was nothing, just an old man slowly walking home from a night at work. Dad and I finished our smoke and got back into our project.

An hour later I was trying not to fall off a ladder just inside the door. I was working over my head to get a carriage bolt to fit into a hole that was a size too small when we saw him coming back down the street. Same guy, but this time he was carrying something. He had a bucket and a stick. He was a block away and headed towards us.

I kept fighting my bolt, but I’m nosey. I kept an eye on the guy as he walked past the door. The stick turned out to be some manner of tool. It looked like a garden hoe but without the bend – like a wide metal scraper of some kind, on a long wooden handle. In his other hand he carried an old, blue, five-gallon plastic bucket.

He walked back over to the spot he had stopped at before and knelt down to examine whatever it was again.

Dad said, “DaFuck?” and we stopped working on the door a moment to watch. We were both quietly curious, wondering just what in the hell this guy was doing.

He had sat the bucket down and started to scrape, gently, at the edge of the street. Whatever it was had a fair bit of weight to it. It took him two hands to lever it up, perched on the end of his scraper at waist high, and put it in the bucket.

My curiosity got the better of me, and I had to walk over. I lit a smoke and crossed the street. I said “Hi,” and from his reply it was clear that this conversation wasn’t going to be terribly informative. He didn’t speak English, and I know just enough Spanish to get my ass kicked out of the barrio.

In the interest of diplomacy and decency, I offered him a cigarette which he gratefully accepted. He lit it with a match, not a lighter. The little wooden stick kind, from a palm-sized cardboard box in his pocket. It looked like something from an old movie. As he did, I glanced in the bucket. It was a raccoon, recently deceased. I imagine it had been hit by a car, but it wasn’t ground into a plate yet.

This man was not a city worker. This wasn’t his job. Maybe he was just helping out his neighborhood? Maybe he was a recreational taxidermist? My brain clutched at hopeful straws, but I already knew the answer.

“Comida?” I asked, trying to say the upside-down question mark at the beginning.

He looked at me and half smiled.

Without thinking, my hand dove into my pocket. He took a half step back, startled, and I pulled out a crumpled ten and a one. It was all the money I had in the world, and that didn’t matter at all.

“Sir, here, please take this,” I said, half pleading.

“Nonono, thank you, nonono,” he protested, and waved his hands.

I held up my hand in a stop motion, looked him in the eye, and tried to look as firm as I could. With my heart in my chest, I slowly put the money in his shirt pocket. I made it clear that it wasn’t an option. It wasn’t much, but come hell or high water, he was taking it.

He held out the bucket, offering it.

“Oh no! Nonono, I don’t want to buy it. It’s yours. You keep it.”

He smiled from ear to ear.

“Gracias, Sir” I said, and backed up a few feet.

“Gracias,” was the only word he said that I understood, but it came with a whole bunch more that I didn’t. I don’t know the words, but I have a pretty good idea what he meant.

I walked back over to Dad and said, “It’s a raccoon.”

“It’s dinner,” he replied.

This man was literally relying on roadkill to feed himself, and perhaps his family. I don’t know any more about his story, but I know this man has a perspective most of us could only ever conceive in our nightmares.

His memory haunts me to this day.
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I Made A Cloud Once 

I don’t know what the hell I was thinking, but it seemed like a good idea at the time.

John and Randy were in the tiny, 8-space parking lot across the alley when I woke up. My apartment up on the third floor had a pair of giant double doors that opened out over the alley. Directly across from me was the Wealthy Street overpass. It was the noise that got me curious, the clanking and creaking of something large and metallic. So, I crawled out of bed and opened the doors to look down. That’s when I saw those two laughing assholes had somehow managed to fit what looked like half a lunar rocket onto a twenty-foot trailer.

It was huge, it looked like a grain silo or something, laying on its side, and far too big for that old, beat-up trailer. It was every bit of thirty feet long and over ten feet in diameter. It was restrained with a combination of rusty old tow chains and wooden blocks, perched precariously on the trailer, and covered in patches of dried mud. The whole thing had a diamond plate texture, like the front bumper on a firetruck, and it had a couple pipes sticking out from the side near either end.

My first thought was: I am not awake enough for this shit. But it was a beautiful summer day, and I left the doors open while I made breakfast. I sat crossed legged on the edge of the floor eating my strawberry instant oatmeal and watched the two geniuses form a plan. Everyone loves hard work - we can watch it all day.

It turned out that it was an old underground storage tank that once held diesel and lots of it. This one had held about twenty-thousand gallons of liquid sunshine at some point. I don’t know where he got it, but Randy was a skilled scrapper, and his mission now was to cut this giant tube into pieces and haul it in for scrap metal for pennies on the pound.

Because of reasons that I’m sure made for one hell of a story, the scrapyard won’t accept an intact tank. The onus is on the seller to carve it into pieces and bring it in as plates of metal.

So, these two had a day ahead of them with a cutting torch, a giant steel tank placed precariously on a half-rotten old flatbed trailer, questionable tools, and no idea what the hell they were doing.

Come with me...

And we’ll be...

In a world of OSHA violations.

(I know you sang that in your head too).

The thing about the word “empty” is that it’s a relative term. Outside of a physics lab, “empty” is pretty much an impossible thing to actually create. An “empty” glass is filled with nearly 15 pounds per square inch of air. When your gas tank is “empty” it still has enough fuel in there to completely torch your car. Firefighters get very tense about an “empty” fuel oil tank in your basement because it’s more of an explosion hazard than a full one. Well, that day we all learned that an “empty” 20,000-gallon diesel tank can have about 50 gallons of sludgy, sticky diesel sitting on the bottom and you won’t even notice it.

That is… until the moment some fucking lunatic starts carving the damn tank apart with a cutting torch.

I was half certain it was going to just explode the moment they went at it with the torch, so I found somewhere else to be for a while - on the other side of as many very thick brick walls as possible. I went and accomplished my morning office work, then came back to check on them from time to time.

The fire had started almost immediately, but it was small and manageable. They had started cutting on one end and the small amount of diesel inside had ignited. When you looked inside the tank, there was only a small stripe of liquid, maybe six inches wide at most, running the length of the bottom of the tank. It widened out to maybe a foot and a half wide at one end, and only a few inches at the other. It was “empty”. They figured it would burn, but not for long and not very big or anything. It would just burn off in a few minutes and they’d go on with their day. This, however, turned out to be very, very wrong.

John, being the artist that he was, cut a pair of giant eye holes, a nose, and a mouth on the end of the tank. A ten-foot Jack O’Lantern, with flames shooting out. I have to admit, it really did look badass.

The problem was, the fire wasn’t going down, it was getting bigger. But it was all inside the tank, so while we were a bit concerned, it wasn’t terribly dangerous.

The tank, however, was starting to glow a dull red, and that was concerning.

It was too hot to work on, hell it was too hot to stand within a dozen feet of it. The great iron beast was radiating enough heat that we were concerned the tires on the trailer would melt. I was standing two-stories above it, and it was uncomfortable. There wasn’t much smoke, thankfully, but the heat was immense.

My apartment had an asphalt floor. A century before I lived there, that room held thousands of barrels of beer. The weight of the barrels and the heat of the summer had combined to leave the entire floor of my apartment an intricate pattern of deeply inset circles and rings about half-an-inch deep. I had painted the entire floor in gigantic black and white 3-foot checkerboard squares. It looked incredible, but it was a bitch to clean.

Because of that, hanging on the wall in my bathroom, just under the sink, was one of those plastic hose reels that suburbanites put on the back of their house. I turned on the water, grabbed the hose, and marched to the double doors.

Standing at the edge of my third-floor double doors I pulled the trigger and let loose a long streaming arc of cold, clear water down upon the tank. I was a man with a plan. I had used a tool to solve a problem and save the day. Standing there, hose in hand on top of the world I was a happy guy, calm under pressure, and solving the problem. Everything was right in the world.

Right up until the second the water hit the tank. That moment, THAT was the exact moment when shit got real.

Now, I’ve seen rain on the lid of a charcoal grill. I’ve seen a drop of water on a skillet. I had a reasonable expectation of events to follow. The problem is that fifty gallons of burning diesel has a hell of a lot more energy than a charcoal grill. When it’s been pumping heat into a few tons of steel for an hour, it has a hell of a lot more thermal mass than a skillet.

From a physics standpoint, I was pissing into the wind.

The moment the water reached the red-hot tank it instantly flashed to steam. The thing about steam is that a very small amount of water turns into a gigantic volume of steam. I filled the alley with a cloud in seconds. Within a few moments I couldn’t even see the tank at all. I could still aim easily though, the hose made a very distinct sound when the water was hitting the tank.

It was not a pleasant sound. It was the sound that nature makes to tell you that you’ve seriously fucked up.

The cloud continued to grow, up over the roof, filling the alley, spilling over the Wealthy street overpass, cars slowed to a crawl and everyone turned to watch. We created a traffic jam on three different streets as the plume of thick white steam billowed everywhere.

I turned off the hose. The many ways that I was going to catch hell for this immediately jumped through my head; I wanted to try and not have fire trucks and cop cars lining the street. They won’t care whose fault it is; it’s going to be my ass first, and they’ll chew their way down to everyone else.

Randy was a passionate devotee of recreational pharmaceuticals and didn’t even have a driver’s license. I’m sure he also didn’t have any of the many other things he’d need to explain how he was hauling that much weight on too small of a trailer on city streets. He was also at any given moment as high as giraffe pussy. I didn’t want to exacerbate the situation and destroy this guy’s life; it was already a pretty shitty life to begin with.

For one thing, his trailer was on fire.

Though lots of very quick shouting from the guys on the ground to me in the air saying words like “You fucking idiot!” it was conveyed that the hose was not going to work. We cooled it off a lot, but the fire was still burning. We were sitting in the middle of downtown; we couldn’t leave it burning there. Randy decided the best idea was to move it somewhere else, where it could just burn off and not get too much attention.

He got in his dilapidated truck and started off up the alley when the next round of screaming started. At least this time it wasn’t me - it was John.

John’s mouth was spitting fire, literally.

The mouth he had carved near the bottom of the tank was fine when it was sitting at rest. But once the tank started moving, the diesel inside sloshed around and came spitting and dripping out. On its own, that was a bad thing. Dripping a trail of diesel on the ground is generally frowned upon, even back then in the 90’s before the world was anywhere near as green a place as it is today. The fact that this particular diesel fuel was on fire was made this situation right the fuck out.

Randy got out of the truck, sitting there idling in the alley, gave the whole situation one long look as both of his remaining brain cells fought for control and said “Fuckit!”

With a thousand-yard stare of a man who has just completely used up his last fuck to give, he climbed back into that jolly green giant of a truck, turned downhill facing Ionia street, and drove away, dripping liquid fire on every bump.

Now, when he came to the corner of the alley and Ionia Street, he had to make a decision. Going left he would pass a fire station in a couple blocks, and I’m sure they’d want to have a chat with him if he drove by and they saw him. Turning right and he’d have to go through City Center, the heart of downtown, with stop lights, traffic, and tall buildings.

I never knew what he chose, because once I saw what he was doing and realized just how stupid it was, I got the hell out of there and went as far away as I could get in the other direction.

The last I saw of that shitshow was the back of that tank carved like a giant pumpkin, spitting fire, and scaring the living shit out of anyone unlucky enough to end up behind them in traffic as it drove away down the alley.

Just another day in the city.

.
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The Giant’s Tale 

I know what the end of the world sounds like, I was there.

By the turn of the millennium, the paper industry around Kalamazoo, Michigan was a wasteland of gigantic buildings, superfund sites, and rough neighborhoods. Even a small paper mill employs a few thousand people, and the area had lost seven of them in the past few decades. Every one of the “Seven Sisters” had died with a whisper. If it wasn’t for the university, the town would have dried up entirely. As it was, most of the area, and especially the smaller towns, were hanging by a thread. The city motto should be: “Kalamazoo, a great place to be from!”

The mammoth GPI paper mill was less than a quarter mile from our workshop and had been sitting abandoned for years. Thanks to some local support, we got permission to “Take anything but the paint” provided we could haul it out within a two-week window before the demolition crew began their work. We literally signed our lives away on release forms, and the security guard shook his head and smiled when he gave us a key. For half a month we backed up a twenty-foot long aging box truck with a questionable transmission and sucked the marrow from the dying bones of industry to feed our little community makerspace.

We had a blast. For a team of young nerds and engineers, this was like Mardi-Gras and Christmas combined. We explored every inch of the half-mile-long building and filled our truck dozens of times over with shelving, valves, Allen Bradley switchgear, metal stock, and tooling that dated back several wars. Most of it would have been worthless to the scrap companies, but to us it was treasure that would become parts for some of our most famous projects over the next fifteen years.

Anything of real value had already been stripped out. The giant machines had all been sold at auctions years ago. The meth-heads took most of what was left, stripping the wire from the walls. Every conduit was empty, pigtails only a few inches long left hanging out. Tens of thousands of dollars in copper gone, all to feed someone’s addiction.

The facility was a cavernous, post-apocalyptic wasteland. It’s the kind of place they use for movie sets and photography shoots. There were jagged pipes and conduits, razor sharp and jutting out at odd angles. There were holes large enough to drop a city bus through that went down three floors, where gigantic paper machines once sat. The entire place was festooned with “ankle-breakers,” sets of four bolts, sticking up from the concrete floor where some control stand or grinder or something was once bolted down, waiting for the next person who didn’t pay very close attention where they stepped.

In a world where everyone has turned into a pussy, with people making careers out of being offended on the behalf of other people, and with lawyers having worked with insurance companies to take all of the good honest fun out of getting your hands dirty and doing something dangerous, this was heaven for a twenty-something country boy. My weirdo friends and I were having the time of our lives.

We wandered, shopped, and explored for a week before we noticed it. I was fifteen feet in the air, trying to unbolt an old electric fire alarm horn from a steel beam, and just by chance happened to glance to my left. There, nestled in between a pair of I-beams, was what looked like three large 4-inch pipes. Only the ribbed texture gave it away. I rubbed a small spot, taking fifty years of paper dust and pigeon shit off with my thumb, and showing a beautiful, faded, red jacket underneath.

It wasn't a pipe; it was a cable. It was gigantic cable! It was copper cable. I followed its path and saw that it went up to the very top of the ceiling, across the roof struts of the main gallery, down the other side and vanished through the floor. The room that I was in was forty-feet high, and it was easily two-hundred feet across the gallery.

The only reason this was still there was because it was so well hidden, tucked away in the beams and camouflaged in the grunge. The meth-head scrappers were so caught up in the half-inch EMT conduits they’d never thought to look for the main power feeds that supplied whole sections of the plant.

The problem was, how in the hell were we going to get it down? This stuff weighed about fifteen pounds to the foot. It was thicker than my arm, and comprised of three stranded cables, each over an inch thick, entwined in padding and insulation, and all wrapped in a metallic shell with a red plastic outer jacket. It’s tough, heavy, and worth several dollars a pound...

...that is if you can move it, if you can cut it, and if you can get it out of the ceiling without killing yourself.

I got on my radio and the whole team assembled. We all had a quiet freak out when the team realized the gravity of our discovery, and how hard it would be to get it out of there. Certainly, this was a great place to have to push, pull, lift, and haul tons of materials at once. The problem was that none of the old material-handling equipment was there anymore, and we didn’t have any kind of power to use tools as it was. The building was a long dead carcass at this point, and we were the absolute last team that would be in there before giant machines turned the whole place into tidy piles of steel, concrete, stainless, and glass.

We needed a plan, and one that would work on human power.

We all headed back to the lab and assembled every harness, rope, come along, and sling we could find. I pulled out my climbing bags and non-industrial harnesses as well. The next morning, we all met at the lab, and then headed over to “Site-T” as we had come to call it. Now, we had a whole new mission.

This old abandoned building was about to become fundraising for our little nonprofit and help us keep the heat on all winter.

We set to work with slings and come-alongs. A come-along (pronounced without the hyphen and in three smashed together syllables while holding a Vernors and smoking a Camel), is a lever-actuated ratchet and pawl winch. Smaller ones have a piece of aircraft cable that winds around a drum, and larger ones use a chain and cog mechanism that can let an average man rip a tree out of the ground. They’re small, portable, don’t require electricity or gasoline, and are incredibly powerful. They’re also dangerous as hell if you don’t know what you’re doing. If an attachment slips, if you overload one, or if anything lets go, they can slingshot the tail and that piece of aircraft cable moving at Mach speed will slice you to the bone before you even know what happened.

Stupid hurts, and scars carry lessons.

The cables ran in a metal tray for most of their length. The tray was steel and looked like a ladder with flat rungs. Like everything else in the whole place, it was covered in eighty-years of paper dust that formed a hard, grey shell on everything. The parts up in the main gallery had an extra layer of pigeon shit, just for flavor.

It was slow work with hacksaws and flashlights. A single piece, about three-feet-long was about as much as you wanted to carry at one time if you had to walk any real distance. In most cases, it was about a 2-city-block walk back to the truck. So, we worked in teams, some cutting, and most hauling. It was filthy, grueling, exhausting work that went on for days.

After getting all of the low-hanging fruit, it was time to get the main runs down from the ceiling. We’d cut the ends back at the switchgear cabinets free as high as we could reach while standing on the cabinets. But that still left about twenty feet of cables hanging from the ceiling. From there they ran all the way across the gallery and down the other side. They went through a hole in each floor with a bunch of other pipes and conduits. At the bottom they made a bend in the lowest floor, a sub-basement about seventy feet down from the top of the run up in the roof. The bottom run was suspended in a tray along the ceiling of the basement and ran through the maze of pipes that fed the old mill.

We’d gotten everything we could easily reach, and now it was time for the hard stuff.

With a hodgepodge of slings tied to everything we could reach that was solidly bolted down, we hooked up to just one of the three cables. The plan was to pull them out, one at a time, and let them just pile up on the floor. We’d cut it, haul it, and then pull the next one down. The only thing left holding the cables in place at this point was gravity, but there was a hell of a lot of gravity in one of these cables.

There was also, we learned quickly, a lot of stretch.

We were spread out along the length of the run. A small group was working the winches in the basement, the rest were stationed in ones and twos strung from hell to breakfast. We all had our radios and were in communication, but for the most part it was a nearly silent process that involved a lot of standing around and smoking a cigarette while watching nothing much happen.

I was up in the ceiling, sitting on a pair of old steam pipes that ran parallel to the cable tray. I was at the top level, about ten feet from the last bend where they dropped down to terminate at the switchgear cabinets. My job was simple, report when it started to move. Once the end of the cable passed by me, my job was to inch along with it and give progress reports. We knew it would take hours to pull it out of there. I got comfortable and listened to the cable tick quietly as they slowly worked the ratchet a quarter mile away from me.

The basement team worked slowly, a synchronized team all working their levers together in time. I could hear the sound of them ratcheting their come-alongs as it echoed up from the depths of the mill across the cavernous gallery where I sat.

The quiet of the mill was awesome. Every few seconds I would hear the cable tick off in the distance ahead of me. They were pulling on the far end, and ever so slowly they were putting more and more tension on the cable. By now it was easily several thousand pounds at the far end. It was fascinating to realize that something so big, so heavy, could actually stretch. Their end had already moved by a few feet, while mine sat perfectly still.

Then suddenly… BRRRRRT! The cable moved about six inches, and I nearly pissed myself. It was loud, damn loud, and I startled out of my daydreaming when the whole tray made the sound as the ribbed surface of the cable dragged over the rungs in the tray. A dozen pigeons took flight from the rafters and either went out the smashed windows near the ceiling or did laps around the gallery before picking a new spot to sit. It sent a shower of dust and bird shit raining down on the gallery, falling into the giant holes below and settling into the darkness.

The radio cracked to life as everyone checked in. We were all fine, but we all had a healthy dose of fear. We knew we’d awoken a sleeping Giant, and we all had a serious respect for the dangerous combination of energy, weight, and heights we were working with. This was especially true for my dumb ass perched up in the rafters sitting only a few feet from the Giant’s tail.

The dust settled and the silence was again broken by the ratcheting off in the depths of the mill and the rhythmic ticking of the cable. Every thirty seconds or so the tension would release as the cable shifted with a BRRRRRRRT and moved along another six inches.

This was going to take a while.

I got comfortable, I enjoyed the view from my perch and passed the time smoking cigarettes and keeping track of the slow climb of the end of the cable. Over the next hour the pattern of the ticks and the BRRRRTs had stayed pretty constant and while progress was slow, it was consistent.

After an hour or two, the pattern started to change, and that got my attention. The cable went BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT for a solid ten seconds, which is a lifetime in that situation, and moved about two feet.

My asshole did a fantastic impersonation of a rabbit’s nose.

This was a lot more than the six or eight inches we had been getting. I got on the radio and asked if everything was ok and everyone said they were fine. I told them about the development on my end, and everyone along the length had seen or heard it as it happened. We took this as good progress and continued on.

Things started moving a lot faster now. We all woke up from our cable-pulling trance and focused. The Giant was stirring.

The cable started moving a few feet at a time, a few times a minute. The basement team kept pulling, and I could see the end just over the edge from the switchgear area. We’d moved the whole run almost twenty feet.

BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrth.

That was different… the cable moved about ten feet and I saw the end flop up and over the turn at the switchgear area. It was maybe five feet from my perch. The whole cable moved, and then shifted gears and slowed down to a crawl before stopping. Before it had just stopped.

You couldn't get a pin up my ass with a jackhammer. I heard the radio say “Look alive! Shit’s moving!” and I replied to the team with “Everyone be ready to run and find a shady spot”.

A minute later, it did it again, BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR-RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrth and I watched the end drag on past me. I turned in my perch and debated following it along the pipes up here or climbing down and watching from the slightly safer vantage point of the ground. See, up here, there was no way I could get out of the way. At least on the ground I could run.

I was just off to the side of the pipes, standing on the Unistrut racks over the switchgear cabinets with my head just under the cable tray when it happened.

BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT.

And that’s when the world exploded.

The cable didn’t slow down, it accelerated - quickly. The forces had reached their tipping point and there was a lot more gravity pulling down on the vertical run than there was friction from the long horizontal run. We had given it a gentle nudge of a few tons, and once it had reached the tipping point, gravity took over. Several tons of cable was now in motion, turning potential into kinetic energy and building inertia. The fundamental forces of the universe were thrashing to come back into balance. It was like watching entropy have a bad acid trip.

I hugged the Unistrut rack I was climbing on, being very aware of the vulnerability and openness of my current position and tried very hard not to piss down my leg. I mostly succeeded.

The sound was deafening. People always describe things like this as comparing them to a freight train. Fuck your freight train. I’ve stood next to a thousand freight trains over the years and none of them sounded even remotely like this. The ribbed conduit flew over the rungs in the cable tray and sounded like a thousand chainsaws competing in the Indy500 while being shelled with naval artillery. The loose end of the cable, now moving at highway speeds whipped into mounts and pipes and hangers and destroyed anything it touched, exploding into a rain of shrapnel and dust. The entire ceiling turned into a plume of bird shit and paper dust, and the building shook to its foundations as the cable made the corner from the rafters to the drop and flew from its vertical run to just land limp on the concrete floor in a gigantic pile.

The silence was even more deafening than the Armageddon I had just experienced. The echoes took half a minute to die out in the bowels of the old mill.

The radio went apeshit as a dozen people all tried to see how many of us had died. God had smiled on us, though some of us would have to change our shorts, nobody had so much as a scratch. A couple members of the team didn’t stop running until they were on the other end of the building, one even ran all the way outside and it was still falling after they made it out there.

It felt like we had slayed a Giant.  We all gathered at the Giant’s pile on the floor of the main gallery. There was a smaller pile in the basement, but the cable had bent and hung up here and dropped the majority of itself in a tangle. We were thankful for that, it saved having to haul it up a few flights of stairs. We all took a minute to just breathe, have a smoke, and let the adrenaline pass. None of us were expecting such an experience, but there wasn’t a person standing there who didn’t have a smile on their face.

We headed out for a couple hours, to get a quick shower, change our clothes, and grab something to eat. But every single one of us was back at the lab, ready to go shortly after. We went back to the old mill and repeated the experience, twice. By morning, we had slain the three giants.

It took us days to get the piles cut to portable pieces. We got smart though and learned we could haul them up to the door in fifty-foot lengths by dragging them as a team. Then we’d cut them up near the truck and just load them on.

The scrap value from all that cable paid the rent, kept the lights on, and fed the team for quite a while. The experience of nearly dying in the rafters of a paper mill though, that was priceless.

I enjoy being happy in dangerous ways, and I can now say, I know what the end of the world sounds like.


12


I Could Be Knitting 

Show me a man who doesn’t give oral, and I’ll show you how to steal his girl.

To say that I’m a fan of oral sex is the understatement of the century. Short of the judicious application of power tools, I have never known anything that would drive a woman to orgasm so powerfully, reliably, and repeatedly.

As Robin Williams taught us, “Bring a lunch, stay for the day.”

I was living in the city of Kalamazoo at the time. Yes, it’s a real place, no you don’t actually want to visit. Kalamazoo is a great place to be from, and there’s a long list of reasons that the majority of people who live there only do it for a few years.

But if you have to suffer, there’s no reason not to do it in style. It’s a college town and I was living on Stanwood street in the heart of the student ghetto. I had a small liberal arts college off the end of my driveway, an old state university at the other end of the block, and hot and cold running pussy abound at all times of day and night. The women of Kalamazoo were beautiful, plentiful, and even if you couldn’t find Miss Right, you could certainly find Miss Right Now.

We were friends, but not the kind of friends with carnal benefits. She was a militant lesbian, and despite my background that includes dance and gymnastics, I’m actually straight. While we were both sluts and had compatible hardware, her firmware threw a compiling error anytime I looked at her sideways.

There are people who celebrate the celibate relationships among type-mismatched friends. There are those who can just cast off the sexual tension, and revel in a platonic relationship with someone like that for years being completely at ease.

I am not one of those people. I’m a slut, and I revel in novel and interesting sexual experiences.

She was dark skinned, exotically beautiful, and had the power to set my loins ablaze with the mere smell of her hair. She wasn’t just attractive, she was staggering.

And she was steadfastly ambivalent to anyone carrying heterogametic chromosomes.

We were enjoying a boring evening of lazy repose. She was stretched out on my bed. I was sitting at my desk, resting one foot on the bed. The conversation came easily as we talked about nothing in particular for hours on end; predominantly though, we talked about women.

It was in the midst of discussing the different tastes of women by hair color that I was feeling my Wheaties; a suicidal thought crossed my mind.

“I wanna eat you out,” I said, with my splendid gift of witty repartee.

“I’ll crush your throat under my heel if you even try to fuck me in a dream.”

I could feel the love. Clearly, she wanted me.

“No no no,” I parried, “I don’t want to fuck you, you’re queer as a three-dollar bill. I just want to eat you out - it's one of my favorite things to do. Nothing in return, and nothing beyond that. I’m just curious and want to see how it goes. I’m not asking for anything; you just lay back and enjoy the ride. No strings, no bullshit, just fun.”

“Boys are gross. What do you expect to get out of this?”

“Nothing, I’m just curious and it’s not like we have anything better to do.” I wasn’t lying. I really did have no intention of fucking her. I just wanted to see how I compared to her usual female companions, and satisfying my curiosity meant more to me than satisfying my desire. I wanted the confidence points, and her orgasms stroking my ego would do more for me than her stroking my cock.

“I could be knitting,” she said and raised an eyebrow.

“Aye, you could. But this will be interesting if nothing else. So, give me a shot?”

“Ugh…...alright. But if you so much as point that thing in my general direction, I crush your throat with my heel.”

“Fair, I will of course remain a perfect gentleman, and all of my clothes will remain firmly in place.”

She contemplated the idea for a moment, but eventually her bored, sluttish nature piqued her curiosity enough to give it a shot. She slipped out of her silk, intricately patterned underwear without taking off her boots, and laid back on my pillows. She gave me the kind of look Carl Sagan would have had walking into the Ark Encounter, and said “Fine, go.”

I lifted her sundress with the delicate touch and rightful trepidation of an EOD technician encountering his first glimpse of a makeshift landmine. I laid prone and slid forward to greet her holy of holies with the proper genuflection and prepared myself to worship upon her altar.

Now, let me just make one thing abundantly clear. I’m no rank amateur at cunning linguistics. It’s not because I’m God’s gift to women or anything, it’s actually quite the contrary. I’m an absolute nerd.

I had been lucky. Fate smiled upon me and gave me not only the opportunity to learn, but the microscopic wisdom to realize that opportunity and seize it. Throughout my formative years I had fallen headfirst into several unique and pivotal situations that had curated my sexuality and allowed me to acquire knowledge and experience beyond my years.

But those are stories for another time.

Suffice to say that I’m not one of those hapless gads who doubts the existence of a female orgasm, believes the G-spot to be an outright myth, or thinks that a woman’s clitoris can be hidden somewhere in her sock drawer.

Quite the contrary, I know that a gentleman believes “women come first.” I believe the only thing more powerful in the universe than knowing how to stimulate a woman’s clitoris, is knowing how to stimulate the three-pound organ between her ears. Foreplay isn’t optional, it’s the entire first act. I maintain a standing rule that women should have at least two orgasms before my needs even come into play. I know intimately how to give the good Doctor Gräfenberg a come-hither finger, and why they put Rock Dots in his name.

You don’t need to be the greatest lover in the world, but you should try like hell to be the best she’s ever had.

She was neatly trimmed, but not shaven outright. Her faint musk held spices of a culture a world away from my own and told me that she used her shampoo as body wash. The dark skin of her body translated to her even darker labia and created a divine gradient to pink as she blossomed before me.

I slid my arms under her spread shapely thighs and held her gently up along her sides. Opening her gently with my tongue, I ran the length of her slit, savoring her taste and easily found my way straight up to the pea-sized nub of her slightly hooded clit.

You don’t begin with a frontal attack. Every woman is different, and you don’t want to overstimulate a sensitive one and cause them to recoil in discomfort. You can always ramp up but coming back from too much will jar her arousal and is much more difficult to recover from.

So, with a feather touch I enveloped her clit with my tongue and caressed it with glancing blows, off to the side, ever so slightly to the left. I held her hood back with my upper lip and set to work with a gentle, slow, steady pace while paying close attention to her reactions for feedback.

As much as women vary with their sensitivity, so too they also vary with their level of response. Some women moan and coo, some wiggle and squirm, and some like to talk so much it can break your concentration. Oral sex is a dance between two people, a constant call and response, guess and check, a feedback loop of stimulation and observation.

There are a few rather universal tells common to most women. Pay attention to her breathing. The orgasm doesn’t come when she’s breathing heavily, that’s just the buildup. The moment the wave crashes and she’s actually locked in the grip of the orgasm, she’s most likely either exhaling in one long vocalization, or she’s not even breathing at all and holding her breath for a full five seconds. Whatever you were doing just before this moment, keep doing it. Don’t change, don’t speed up, and for the love of fuck don’t stop.

When a woman orgasms as you’re eating her out, her pussy will try to eat your face. You can see this best if you’re on the bottom of a 69 and as you rock her clit, you’ll see her pussy winking and blinking at you. When her orgasm hits, you’ll see it pulse in a perfect rhythmic pattern over and over again. If you’re in a more classic position, you’ll feel it on your chin. This is an excellent reason why you should never have a scratchy, stubbly face when you’re going down on a woman. Stubble hurts.

Almost immediately, I felt her labia grow with arousal. The rush of heat surrounded my lips and I felt her labia swell as her wetness became far more obvious. This was encouraging. I quickened my pace and applied more pressure. I transitioned from a flat tongue gently caressing her clit, to a more pointed approach with the top and tip of my tongue actively licking her more straight on.

She spread her legs more, inviting me deeper, and let out a soft moan. I cupped my hand under my chin and slid two fingers easily inside her velvet vice. She was tight and dripping wet.

Now the clitoris is certainly the star of the show, but it doesn’t have to be a solo act. Good oral is a symphony of stimulation, and it’s a mediocre lover who only pays attention to only one thing at a time. The G-Spot is a bundle of nerves that anyone with a little practice can find reliably. The rewards for this exploration and experimentation are well worth the effort.

With a woman on her back, and you having clean, well-trimmed fingernails, place your hand palm-up and slide a finger gently inside to the second knuckle. Curl your finger about seventy degrees so it’s pointing at her belly button, and push it against the front wall of her vagina. Pull slowly towards you, touching her with the pad of your finger, not the tip, and you’ll either find the spot, or come to the end of your motion against the bone inside. If you reach the bone, go back and try again.

The spot you’re hunting should feel about the size and firmness of a small, unripe strawberry. It’s subtle, but it’s there, slightly firmer than everything around it, but it’s not hard. When you find it, tug on it with the pad of your finger, never the tip, even a well-trimmed fingernail can hurt. It wants firm pressure, in a tugging movement towards the opening. Time this rhythmically with your licking, and she’s going to have a good day.

It’s absolutely possible to do this while you’re eating her out, just cup your chin in your palm. You’re basically trying to reach through and touch your nose. The G-spot requires more pressure than anything else you’ll ever do with your fingers in a pussy, it won’t work with a limp touch. Too hard is painful, and if you do it perfectly the first thing she’ll feel is a need to pee (it’s just behind the bladder), but practice, and it will certainly level up your oral game.

At least, usually.

She quivered and moaned softly, but I could tell I wasn’t anywhere near giving her the “peel her off the ceiling” experience I wanted her to be having by this point. I wanted her to be high-fiving God, and at this point it was much more likely she was meditating upon thoughts of her grocery list.

I redoubled my efforts. Paying close attention to her tells so as not to overstimulate her, I quickened my pace and began assaulting her clit in fast strokes, not just from the front but alternating front and sides. Not just working in licks from bottom to top, but top-down as well.

For fully twenty minutes I ravaged her like a dull beaver. Her wetness ran down my chin and pooled in my hand as I fingered her and licked her in semi-synchronous patterns, my tongue and hand moving into and out of phase. She would moan and push her head back; I was certain I’d lit the fuse. But the fireworks never came.

After half an hour my jaw was on fire, the muscles in my neck were a Gordian knot of agony. My tongue would take a week to heal, and still, no matter what I tried, despite my absolute best efforts, I could not get this woman out of second gear.

I yielded to her impenetrable shell. Her clit had beaten me.

Gasping, I slid down and collapsed face first, my head between her knees.  She lifted her head and looked at me wide eyed. “Are you ok?” she asked.

I took a moment to find any shred of pride I had once carried, there was none. “Am I THAT bad at this that I can’t give you even a single orgasm?” I asked. She chuckled, “Oh you’re awesome; that’s not the problem at all.”

“Then what is?” I asked, looking for the secret that would help me pick her locks.

“You're a dude, fuckhead. You’re doing an incredible job, it feels amazing, but…” I waited a moment, gazing into those giant dark brown eyes. I prompted her - “but what?”

“I could be knitting.”
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Three Hundred Buckets 

I’ve seen some shit.

The building could only be described as fetid. The mephitic atmosphere punched you in the face when you walked in the door. Years of sweat, stale cigarette smoke, and an overtone of patchouli oil from thousands of college kids with questionable hygiene and an exuberance for body spray had left their stench. It had more funk than James Brown, and the assault on the nose was as much a part of the local legend of the place as the music that shook it to its foundations every weekend. Welcome to the famous, and now former, Rocketstar Cafe.

It was the summer of 2008, and I was still living in Kalamazoo, Michigan at the time. Kalamazoo is a town that people just end up in. You just wake up one morning, and there you are. Nobody sets out to live there, and the majority of new people are college students just passing through. But it’s a fun town if you do it right, with hot and cold running pussy, and a much more chill vibe than the neighboring cities. It’s way more laid back than Grand Rapids, which has more churches than gas stations and a population of people that put bible verses on their business cards. The only other option was Battle Creek, the eastern anchor of the rust belt. It was industrial shithole with a beautiful, but miniscule downtown that looks like a hickey on a hemorrhoid. K’zoo wasn’t great, but it was bearable for a while.

We were working on what was originally the Rocketstar Café, and what was now the empty shithole at the corner of West Michigan and Sprague. It was owned by a raging alcoholic piece of shit absentee slumlord. Our job was to clean it up and turn it into a new cafe and computer shop.

Two weeks before, I was standing on the sidewalk outside the Rocketstar on a beautiful summer night as they gasped their last bong hit before going out of business. True to form, it was packed. The entire front room was shoulder to shoulder and the whole crowd moved as one, entranced by the sounds of shoegazer music from the overdriven amps of a locally famous college band. I watched the entire crowd gain and lose six inches of altitude every few seconds as the entire floor structure did a “hold my beer.” All I could do was hold my breath.

Miraculously, the night ended without any more incident than someone getting smacked around for picking on BoomBox Ronnie. BoomBox Ronnie was a local trustee of modern chemistry and gangster rap that was shooting for the high score in the chromosome game. He’s a walking freakshow but a genuinely sweet kid with real heart. Say what you like about K’zoo, but that whole town will line up to kick your ass if you fuck with BoomBox Ronnie. I quietly hope he runs for mayor someday, he’d win, and that would be tremendously poetic. He’s the hero that Kalamazoo deserves.

As anyone who ever hung out at the Rocketstar knows, the old hardwood floors were bouncy and mushy just about everywhere in the entire front room. Every week there would be a band up front by the windows towards the street, and a packed crowd of sweaty students stomping, bouncing, and swaying all the way to the back. The music was good, the weed was cheap, and getting a blowjob in the back room of the Rocketstar was a rite of passage for half the freshman class of any given year.

But now, that was all closed down. We had a summer to clean the fuck out of this place - fix the plumbing, the electrical, the HVAC, the floors - and build a new business that was scheduled to be open come September. We worked twelve-hour days through the summer heat; it was a job I’d never forget.

The floors, we soon discovered, weren’t just soggy and bouncy... they were rotting to shreds.

We went down into the dirt-floor basement and looked up overhead with a flashlight. The entire underside of the floor was white, green, black, grey, and tan. It was everything BUT wood. In fact, you could barely see any wood at all. It was completely covered in mold. In most places it was over a quarter inch thick. I’d never seen anything like it. Without a moment of hesitation or reservation I said, “this goes, right now, all of it,” and we all shifted from that easy introductory phase of any new jobsite into action.

One team went low with masks, gloves, putty knives, and buckets. They started scraping off the mold. The other team went high with crowbars and rage and started ripping off floorboards. We all filled dumpsters. It was disgusting, but in two days we had the flooring stripped off down to the open joists and could really see what the situation was.

The situation was… we needed a hell of a lot of new floor joists; these were sponge. The only thing holding this floor up was habit. We spent a week replacing joists and airing out the building. The air was thick, musty, and smelled like a peat bog. One by one we ripped out the stubbed ends of the rotten old joists, half of the center spans of which had just crumbled away. One by one we replaced all of them with fresh new pieces of lumber.

The entire process took us a week and a half in the blistering summer heat. For the first few days there was so much humidity from the basement as it dried out, that the windows on the front of the building would be covered in condensation if we left the doors closed too long.

And then, something miraculous happened. Something none of us expected. The basement floor did something quite remarkable...

It sprouted.

The entire basement floor was just a generic, boring, “Michigan Basement” with a dirt floor. We never thought anything of it. The previous tenants never went down there, and until the day we discovered the mold, neither did we. But now, that dingy, dirt floor had turned green. Hundreds of tiny little green shoots had appeared, because for the first time in forever, (since we’d ripped out the floor) there was sunlight down there, and lots of it.

We had to go explore this. So, we all went down and checked it out. While we were down there, I noticed an old furnace boiler sitting, half sunken into the floor off to the side of the stairs. It was a rusted hulk, and someone was going to tear open a leg on it if we left it there, so I asked a couple guys to haul it off to the dumpster.

It was while they were removing it that they discovered it was sitting on a concrete base, about two feet down under the furnace. They asked me what to do about it and I went to get a look. I grabbed a shovel and hopped into the hole. I was standing on the concrete base with the dirt around me coming up mid-thigh, and I started digging around the edges. I wanted to see how big the base was, so we could determine if we should remove it or not. I couldn’t find an edge in the five minutes I was prepared to fuck with it, so I asked the guys to just dig until they hit the edge and then let me know. I told them to put the dirt in a five-gallon bucket or two and just empty it out in the dumpster. No big deal.

I went back to working on the floor joists and didn’t think anything of it.

A couple hours later, one of them walked past me carrying a bucket and my mental clock gave me a “what the hell?” So, I followed him down.

The concrete pad was now about ten feet square.

What… the fuck.

The basement boys were very happy when we mobilized the entire crew. We all teamed up and everyone started filling or hauling buckets of dirt out to the dumpster. Everywhere we dug, there was smooth concrete underneath. Eventually we got to the walls and confirmed our suspicion. It turns out the basement didn’t have a dirt floor; the basement had a complete concrete floor! Some stupid fuck had filled the entire basement with dirt.

But… why?

Our first thought was that someone had done it to grow weed. It would make sense and explain a lot of things. We thought we had discovered the remnants of a gigantic grow operation where they were growing a whole room full of pot and selling it right upstairs to thousands of eager, happy customers.

That was our first thought. Sadly, reality was SO much worse.

The building had been a cafe of some sort for years and years. Well, restaurants are required to have a special type of drain with an air gap. The upstream pipe just stops for a couple inches and drains into a larger diameter piece of pipe below. You’ll see air gap drains all over the place in restaurants because… the vast majority of the time they work just fine.

This one, however, did not. The downstream line had clogged at some point, and the upstream never got the message. Nobody ever went down into the basement, the landlord never came to inspect anything, the management changed with the seasons and nobody ever really gave a shit. So, for years, it just quietly went on draining raw sewage onto the floor.

We hadn’t been shoveling dirt, we were shoveling composted human shit and restaurant waste! Together we had hauled well over three-hundred buckets of human shit out of the basement of the Rocketstar. I had never felt like I needed a shower more than the day we figured that out.

Our cafe never opened, and we got out of there as fast as we could. The absentee, drunk landlord sold the place to an even more evil cunt. A shady parasite with a mean-streak and a Jimmy Durante nose who runs a “Cash For Books” gig scamming broke college kids. We got out of there and never looked back.

So, next time I say I’ve seen some shit - believe it.

.
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Project Groucho 

I put anal bondage hooks on display in front of thousands of families, in the middle of the public museum, in one of the most tight-assed, sexually repressed, conservative, and religious cities in these United States.

Because Shenanigans, that’s why.

Now, for those of you who don’t appreciate the safe, sane, and consensual side of things, let’s take a moment and just explain that there are people who enjoy a variety of sexuality that is a little bit beyond the three positions you know. There are people for whom the pinnacle of excitement is a bit beyond getting a blowjob on their birthday. These people are doing creative things with rope, metal, and kitchen utensils that would fuck up your worldview.

We’re everywhere, you absolutely know a few of us and don’t even realize it. We go to your church. We work in your office. We shop at your store. We just happen to be happy in dangerous, kinky ways. If you ever want to see the tip of the iceberg, just wander into the produce section of your grocery store, pick up a large cucumber and at just above your natural speaking volume, say “RED RED RED!” and see who immediately looks over, then starts to giggle and blush.

Now, my “real job” is teaching people about science and engineering. To this end, a primary duty of mine is making captivating projects and putting them on the internet. I have a particular passion for High Voltage Physics. One of the countless projects I built with my weirdo friends was a machine that generates a pulse of high voltage electricity every few seconds. It’s a device called a Marx Generator (sometimes called a Marx Bank,) and it uses some interesting physics and math to take a steady stream of electricity from the wall at 120 Volts and turn it into pulses of electricity, in this example, of 100,000 Volts. It’s loud, bright, and frightfully dangerous.

It’s also fun as hell. The whole device is very simple, and you can explain its entire theory of operation to a crowd in less than five minutes. It’s an automatic attention-getter and the loud “SNAP! SNAP! SNAP!” will take a room of a hundred people and automatically draw them into a circle in about 30 seconds. I’ve put it on display hundreds of times, and it’s always been a good show.

Now, as someone who works in the world of education, we don’t exactly get paid all that well. Which is why we have to whore ourselves out on Patreon (find mine here https://www.patreon.com/ChrisBoden ) and YouTube (again, see here https://www.youtube.com/user/Physicsduck/ ) in order to simply eat and pay rent, much less build cool projects, write stories, and entertain people like you (see how smoothly I worked that in?). It also means that the majority of my projects are made from junk bin parts, recycled from autopsied equipment, or donated outright because of awesome people who want to see me build more interesting things.

My Marx Bank was no exception. It was a complete Frankenstein of a machine. This one was made with the power supply from a pair of old microwaves, a hundred capacitors that came from a donation fully twenty-years before I got to build this version, wheels from an old hospital gurney, some scrap aluminum and plastic, cables from an old hospital x-ray machine, and resistors we hauled out of an abandoned paper mill.

MacGyver’s got nothing on me. A few hundred pounds of junk parts came together through the power of creative teamwork and applied intellect to make something that would educate, inspire, and entertain. It also had the side effect of scaring the hell out of anyone who got too close, and it would hurt in ways you’d never forget if you touched it.

Sounds like a few people I’ve dated...

Now the vast gulf of separation between artistic expression and the mind of a scientist is a horrible and recent cultural phenomenon. The same guy that painted the Mona Lisa was also a scientist, mathematician, engineer, inventor, anatomist, painter, sculptor, architect, botanist, musician, and writer. I am a polyamorous polymath, and I believe that craftsmanship is as important as making it work. Certainly, for prototyping “Form Follows Function” is fine. When it comes to the finished project though, if you want people to look at it, it has to be worth looking at. If you're good enough to make it work, you’re good enough to make it pretty.

My Marx Bank was a sleek box on wheels. With an open frame so that everything could be seen and explained. I made a thick, smooth, high gloss white plastic top that would reflect the giant spark, so it was not only easier to see, but more eye-catching as well. My design idea was something not unlike the Ark of the Covenant, with a pair of outstretched arms over the top and a giant electrical arc between them.

The entire point of this device is to showcase a giant spark over and over. So, I needed something that was sleek, clean, modern, and fit the aesthetic, that would also withstand being blasted thousands of times with massive voltage and not self-destructing. It had to be metal, to conduct electricity. It had to be smooth, to control where the voltage would come out (there’s a reason why lightning rods are pointy). It had to be easy to clean, preferably stainless or chrome, and above all it had to be inexpensive. I couldn’t afford a pair of big copper high voltage sphere terminals; they would have cost more than this entire project put together.

I kicked it around in the back of my brain for weeks. I tried doorknobs, salad bowls, candlesticks, and twenty other failed ideas. One evening, while hanging out with a friend of mine the idea just popped into my brain with a little ribbon tied on it.

I was so excited that I had to leave her hanging there for a moment while I ran into the other room and grabbed my notebook. I came back and sat down on the floor not quite under her, my notebook in my lap and sketched out my idea. It was perfect. The look was exactly what I was going for. It would be inexpensive and durable. It fit the design; the radius was perfect for the voltage I was working at. I had found divine inspiration nestled within the ass crack of a beautiful woman. I’m certainly not the first, but I recommend it for everyone.

An anal-bondage hook is shaped like a giant fishhook. It’s made from a piece of stainless tubing, about a half-inch in diameter. It’s got a ball on the end of the curved part, about an inch in diameter or so. The end of the straight shaft has a ring on it, for attaching the ropes or whatever. (Please note, you don’t actually suspend someone from one of these. They’re not designed to be load-bearing - and neither is your asshole, for the record). Think of them in their normal usage as something that provides a convenient point of attachment and a handle for commanding someone’s complete attention. They’re not painful, but it will certainly focus your concentration if someone gives the rope a gentle tug.

While she was in the shower afterward, I was ordering a pair on Amazon.

A couple of days later they arrived. They were perfect, exactly what I needed. I would be the first person in the history of the world to use anal bondage hooks as a pair of output terminals for a high voltage physics device.

My parents would be proud.

A little cutting, drilling, deburring and they were ready. We drilled a couple holes in the top of the machine and fabricated a pair of mounts. It was art.

The machine was officially commissioned as an active demonstration and went on daily display in front of school groups and crowds for months. Right there, featured at waist height on a bright white tabletop was a pair of the nastiest, dirtiest implements of bondage and humiliation, and they were blasting white hot arcs between them. People stared and cheered, and nobody ever realized what they were looking at. This was my version of all the adult jokes that are hidden in hundreds of cartoons that were right out there on display, but we never even noticed until we were twenty years older and watching them with a new generation of kids that didn’t notice.

Perspective is everything.

Sometime later we were called upon to be the main attraction for the local Makerfaire, one of dozens that we’ve been featured in. My Marx Bank was one of many of our projects that we put on display. Which is how, right there in the grand hall of the bastion of tight-assed conservatism, I put a pair of anal-bondage hooks on public display at the most family-friendliest of events. Not hidden away off to the side, but right out there front and center, all eyes on my ass hooks as they banged away to a captivated crowd.

In all the demonstrations up to that point, almost nobody even noticed.

Almost.

This one gentleman walked up between demonstrations, when the crowd was just milling about from display to display. He had his wife at his side and a pair of young kids in tow, pointed right at the top of the machine and said “Hey! Those ar-” and his wife’s head snapped around to face him so fast her nose nearly broke the sound barrier. He smiled and turned just ever so slightly red. I smiled, he smiled, she smiled, and nothing was ever said. Nothing had to be. In an instant we knew each other, and we knew we shared a secret. Like the freemasons we had passed a quiet and invisible sign of our membership to our secret society.

The machine still exists. Thousands of people have taken hundreds of videos of it and posted them on the internet. No children have ever been harmed by it. Not one person has ever been offended.

But damn if that doesn’t make me giggle every time I turn it on.

Fuck ‘em if they can’t take a joke.
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I Got Fired Today 

I got fired today; I regret nothing.

I volunteer with a little organization that is not technically a nonprofit, but it’s a nonprofit. I’ve been there about a year, doing menial grunt labor, trimming trees, and hauling heavy things from place to place. It’s been fun, in a surreal way.

See, I founded a company when I was an eighteen-year-old kid and held that same job for 25 years. It grew from nothing into a substantial company and then crashed and burned about a year and a half ago. We had a staff of fifty people at our peak, strung across several continents, and as the President, I was drowning in stress and debt and endless crises my whole life.

That’s how I grew up, and it’s all I’d ever known. From balls to bones, I was The Boss. My entire life was defined by my work. I started at eight and rocked out ‘til late usually six, sometimes seven days a week. I typically finished work at eleven on most nights, and for the last several years kept an apartment at my company. I would often go weeks without even leaving work and lived there full-time. The closest I’d ever come to a vacation was a weekend trip to bury my grandfather - that’s it.

And then in the blink of an eye, it was gone. The company imploded (we were negative about $20,000 a month at that point), and overnight my world got incredibly quiet. We went out of business and I lost everything I was, everything I knew, and everything that defined me.

I was my job.

Six months later, I happened upon a volunteer position. I filled out an application and was hired on the spot. I didn’t mention any of my previous work experience, because I didn’t want to use any of it. I didn’t want to be in administration or management, I wanted someone to hand me a fucking shovel.

And they did.

I spent my Saturdays moving heavy things, trimming trees, and directing traffic. I cleaned out an old storage room, got a hundred splinters, and spent a lot of time covered in grease. It was glorious.

Nobody called me Sir or Boss, nobody knew my history, and nobody gave a shit. I was nothing. I was inconsequential. I had no power, authority, or responsibility. I was bottom-shelf, blue-collar and I cannot begin to express the freedom that brings. No stress, no decisions, nothing. Just move this shit from here to here, “Yes, Sir!”

They looked at me funny for being so eager to do the shit work that nobody else wanted to help with.

You see, perspective is everything. When you’re on top there’s a long way to fall and you spend your life trying to balance on the sharp, pointed tip while everyone throws rocks at your head. When you’re at the bottom, though, there’s nothing to see but up.

Most people were welcoming and kind, the rest just didn’t even acknowledge my existence, and that was fine. That is, all except one person, an old crone that worked in the office. It wasn’t that she didn’t like me; I’m pretty sure she doesn’t like anyone. This is the kind of woman that slams her tit in the car door on her way to work just so she can be in the right mindset to deal with the public. She’s got a powerful hate in her from somewhere, and I just caught the heat of it whenever I had to deal with her.

Thankfully, that was rare. I made it a point to avoid her and given my position that was trivial to do.

Quickly, I had made friends with my manager. He’s a shining island of reality in the ocean of bullshit, petty politics that was the management of that organization. It’s a classic problem: too many Chiefs and not enough Indians.

He suffered a lot of bullshit to try and hold that place together, and I had a soft spot for him because I could empathize all too well. I knew his life; it was mine 20 years ago. I knew what he was facing more than he did, and I saw the paths of a dozen of his crises play out in my head every day, often before he even noticed they were a problem.

That woman was a flaming thorn in his side, and she relished it. I watched her scream at him nonstop for nearly a half hour once, and I still don’t know what exactly she was pissed about. She carried an anger in her soul that could match the Devil’s own, and she made a sport of tormenting him whenever she could. I was lucky, I had the luxury of being able to just walk away and ignore her for the most part. He was stuck with her and suffered far more of her bullshit than I could ever have the patience to withstand.

This had gone on for as long as they had known each other, and the stories I’d collected about her from everyone who worked there made her into the stuff of legend. She was, and is, a Class-A raging bitch with a side of martyrdom and a twist of self-pity. She’s one of those horrible people that end up in middle management who demands to have all the authority and yet carry none of the responsibility. Nothing was ever her fault.

I’ve fired better people than her.

Their war raged quietly just on the edge of my world, and I just let it roll. I didn’t really pay her any mind at all - until this morning.

There’s one particular email list for the company that includes EVERYONE. Volunteers to management to the fucking board of directors. It’s for updates on large projects and events, emergencies, and holidays. Nothing interesting ever happens on there.

Until today.

I woke up, checked my phone, and saw her email titled “My Resignation.” It read:

“Hi Everyone,

To begin with.....this is [Old Crone]. I am writing this to inform everyone that as of Tuesday May 12th, I am dropping off everything that I have off at [the office]. That will include my shirts, phone and charger, and all the keys that I have for [the company]. It would be Monday but [Old Crone’s Husband] is having surgery in [big city] then.

I want to thank all of you for all the hard work that you do because God knows you don't hear thank you enough.

I have come to the conclusion that I can work where I am no respected. I know that I have a health issue and I also know that this is something that I have to live with. I am having surgery in June for my right knee and I never thought that I would have someone telling me what I can and can't do when it comes to my job for [The Company]. I guess when someone wants my job bad enough they will do anything to get it.

So I am going to be pulling the knives out of my back and then clean the wounds so they are healed before my surgery. So just to make sure you all have this.......I am no longer working at [The Company] as of Tuesday.

So thank you all again for the respect that you have shown me( or most of you).”

Oh, get off the cross bitch, we need the wood.

I got out of bed, took a long shower, had a magnificent shave, and sat down to breakfast. I knew the moment I started typing that I’d be fired before the day was out. I also knew it would be everything everyone else would want to say. So, I did it.

I wrote this:

“My dearest [Crone],

It is with heart wrenching grief that I awaken this morning to find your resignation in my mail. While we never know what the future holds, I do sincerely wish you all the best in whatever future volunteer opportunity awaits you. Perhaps there’s a village in need of a new witch?

I know I’m new around here, it’s only been a year, but I wanted to personally thank you for the warmth and kindness you’ve shared with me to make a new volunteer like myself feel so welcome and invited. You’ve been a shining example that will be the gold standard for generations to come when teaching newcomers about how to interact with other staff.

I would like to personally thank you for having brought so many smiles to my experience at [the company]. As someone who spent decades in leadership and management, every time I saw the hand wringing and rolling eyes of your superiors, I felt my heart warm and smiled, thankful to not have their task. You really did brighten my day, and I’m so thankful for that.

I know [the company] has its troubles, every company does. But the success in any endeavor is the foundation of a solid and cohesive team. I’ve had the considerable honor to work with a dozen great people here over the past year, and also you.

The great thing about people, is that every single one of them you’ll ever meet, has something to offer, something to teach. Some people exist as an inspiration to others, a beacon, a hero to look up to. Some people exist as an example, a cautionary tale told to those that follow.

I’ll never know what I did to engender such warmth and love from you, and that’s ok. Because I’m pretty certain it happened long ago, perhaps when someone dropped a house on your sister. But please know that your resignation won’t go unnoticed, and that you did in fact bring value and joy to even this small organization. I know for a fact that many people smiled, laughed, and cheered in reading it. The childish self-pity and martyrdom that only you could bring will not be soon forgotten.

Thank you for all that you’ve done for so many, for so long. Your passing will leave a scar on this organization that will certainly take days to heal.

I wish you everything that you deserve.

Christopher A. Boden

Lowest Tier Volunteer With Nothing To Lose”

The email went out to every person in the company.

I was fired within hours.

I regret nothing.

Worth it.
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