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What Reviewers Are Saying About Simon 
Burchwood: 

 
"A clever and surprising twist... cutting observations of the writerly 
demeanor."  
-- Kirkus Reviews 
 
"Simon is such a character that I couldn't wait to find what he did next."  
-- 5 Stars / Great Books Under $5 
 
 
"A very good novel that was humorous throughout." -- 4 1/2 Stars / Red 
Adept Reviews 
 
 
"Simon Burchwood Is A Genius, It's True!"  
-- 4 Stars / Bitsy Bling Books 
 
 
"Cracked me up! Overall a very good and funny read."  
-- 4 Stars / Ashton the Book Blogger 
 
 
"Verdict: An ambitious, enjoyable read with a superb ending that 
changed my interpretation of the entire text."  
-- Indie Reader 
 
 
"This book will have you rolling in laughter at a man who cannot or will 
not realize who and what he is. Nonstop laughing from beginning to 
end."  
-- 5 Stars / Free Book Reviews 
 
 
"Strong, funny, and very well executed."  
–- 4 Stars / Book Stack Reviews 









Table of Contents 

1. 1 
2. 7 
3. 11 
4. 17 
5. 23 
6. 31 
7. 37 
8. 43 
9. 49 
10. 59 
11. 67 
12. 75 
13. 81 
14. 89 
15. 95 
16. 103 
17. 111 
18. 117 
19. 125 
20. 131 
21. 139 
22. 147 
23. 155 
24. 175 
25. 181 

About the Author 

Books by Scott Semegran 





To my wife and kids - my inspiration, my everything 





 

1. 
 
"I have become wildly more successful than I ever could have 

dreamed." Listen to me blab my goddamn head off. That sounds pretty 
stupid but it's true. The cabbie kept looking at me in the rearview 
mirror like I was crazy or something, the bastard. "My new novel, THE 
RISE AND FALL OF A TITAN, will be published in the next few weeks, 
barring any printing glitches of course. But I am already receiving 
unbelievable press. The hype mill is churning. According to a source at 
the New York Times, I am the new Kurt Vonnegut. And according to 
another source at the Los Angeles Times, I will dethrone Charles 
Bukowski as the torch bearer of the lowly and disenfranchised." Listen 
to that. I was just blabbing away. Sometimes I just need to be slapped in 
the face because I just blab too goddamn much. 

The cabbie kept staring at me in the rearview mirror. He was one of 
those cabbies (you know the ones?), the ones that scare the shit out of 
you when you give them a good look once they start to drive you to 
where you want to go. The ones that could be crazy with the strange 
last names and the cabs that smell like vomit and cigarettes and exhaust 
and body odor. The ones that constantly eyeball you from the rearview 
mirror and don't watch the road. He wouldn't watch the goddamn road. 
He was too busy looking me up and down to watch where he was going. 
For a minute, I thought he was going to crash and kill us both. He kept 
swerving in and out of our lane. But he never did crash. I guess he was 
used to driving that way, what, staring at his passengers and not 
watching the goddamn road, the crazy cocksucker. 

"Vonnegut? Didn't he write that Slaughterhouse book?" the cabbie 
asked. Man, his eyes were really red and bloodshot. He must have been 
on crack or something. Most of those cabbies are on something. It's 
true. Something to kill the pain, something to make the dreary day go 
by easily, something to help them forget how terrible they got it. And 
this guy had it bad. 

"Yes, of course," I said, trying not to sound too snooty. "Now, I know 
what you are thinking. That is an odd pairing of sorts, mixing the time-
twisting tale-telling of Vonnegut with the in-your-face simplicity of 
Bukowski. But that is exactly what I did, using my two heroes' styles as 
a blueprint for my own. I took the best of both worlds and rammed 
them together, creating something utterly original and new and very 
post-modern; a stylistic pastiche, you could say." I found myself 
pressing my hands together as if I was really ramming those two ideas 
into one. I hate when I talk with my hands. It really gets on my nerves 
but I do it all the time. I have to work on not doing that so much. 
"That's what you have to do these days to come up with something 
original, borrow from the masters, because everything has already been 
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done. Every angle of every idea has already been examined and 
explored and expounded." The cabby's red eyes were glazing over, like I 
was talking about astrophysics or macroeconomics or some shit like 
that. I kept trying to think of something he could relate to, some kind of 
simple analogy. I thought of a good one. "It's like hip hop music and 
sampling. I'm like a DJ taking bits and pieces of music and making it my 
own, my very own, but with words and phrases instead. You'll get to 
read my new novel in due time and make your own judgments." 

"I look forward to it," the cabbie said. "I like to read when I'm on the 
crapper. That's the best time to read. You got a good twenty, maybe 
thirty minutes of down time." A big smile slid across his face when he 
started talking about taking a crap. I guess he really liked taking a shit 
because I hadn't seen a smile that big on his face the whole time I was 
in the cab. Henry Miller liked to read on the toilet too. He felt that was 
the best way to express how he felt about what he was reading. I like to 
read in the can, except I like to read gossip magazines and shit like that. 
I don't like to think too much in the can; it interrupts what I'm trying to 
do in there in the first place, which is to take a crap and get the hell out. 
If I get all riled up, then the turd won't come out. And there is nothing 
worse than being all riled up in the bathroom with a turd that won't 
come out. It's true. He kept staring at me though, with his blazing 
bloodshot eyes. He kept looking at my backpack on my lap, I could tell. 
And for the love of God, he kept talking about the crapper. "The reading 
helps me relax. I need to relax to ... you know? I get constipated easily. 
Sounds like your book would be a good one for the crapper." 

"That's interesting. Anyway, in the meantime, I've generated most 
of my buzz through the internet. I have a web site where I have posted 
samples of my work and snippets of reviews and letters I've received 
from publishers and editors. I have garnered a small following of rabid, 
devoted fans who read everything I write and support me artistically as 
well as financially. They give me gratuities and buy small chapbooks 
printed by my publisher. You can read my work too by going to 
www.simonburchwood.com." 

I was really tearing it up, blabbing as if he was the last fucking 
person on earth. Man, wouldn't that be my luck, stuck on earth alone 
with that red-eyed cocksucker. But I knew the cabbie was listening. He 
couldn't keep his goddamn bloodshot eyes off me. He kept staring at me 
and my backpack. It made me a little nervous, especially when he 
almost hit an old lady walking across the street. Man, I've never seen an 
old woman move so fast. She about started sprinting when she saw our 
cab heading for her. I bet she hadn't moved like that in decades. But I 
think I got him interested in my book. Maybe that was why he was 
looking at me so intently. Or maybe he was just crazy. I'll bet you a 
hundred dollars that he was both. 

"There I go again, always the shameless self-promoter. But go and 
check it out and enjoy my work, give me a gratuity, and support the 
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arts. There is not a nobler endeavor than to lend a supportive hand to 
an artist!" 

"I don't have a computer. Can't afford one," the cabbie said. Can 
you believe that? Who the fuck doesn't have a computer? That's like 
saying you don't have a TV or a microwave or a fucking telephone? Who 
the hell doesn't have a computer? I'll tell you who doesn't have a 
computer; those crazy cabbies, that's who. They're too busy staring at 
you and shit to be a part of a modern society, a society of TVs and 
microwaves and computers. That's pretty sad. 

"That's too bad. Because I am very grateful for all the support and 
notoriety I receive from my fans. My life's dream is to become 
somebody known and read. I don't think that there is anything more 
important than making your name in this world. Otherwise, who are 
you? A schmuck who works from eight to five and brings home a check 
that will last until the end of next week? What kind of existence is that, 
you tell me?" I could tell what I said really got to him. For once, he 
stopped staring at me. He kind of looked off into the distance, 
contemplating something. I bet he hated his job. I bet he had really bad 
hemorrhoids. I bet they stung his ass all day long and made him crazy. 
"That was my life for ten years, a hard life at the grind; a thankless job 
that beat me down. I would wake up an hour early every morning and 
write until I had to go to work. Then I would write some more on my 
lunch breaks. The rest of my daylight hours were owned by my 
wretched employer." 

"I know how that feels, buddy. My boss is a real dick!" he said. I 
knew it! He hated his job. That must have been it, why he stared at me 
all fucking day long. He must've been wishing he was somebody else 
right then, what, with his burning hemorrhoids and his stinking cab 
driving him mad. He eventually turned on Airport Boulevard, obviously 
in la-la land. He made the turn fast and hard, sending me into the door. 
I wasn't ready for that so I kind of fell over and shit. I felt pretty stupid 
for falling down but I wasn't ready for him to do that. He caught me off 
guard, you know, with his looking away from the rearview for once. I 
mean, he was staring at me the whole time and then he looked away 
and made that crazy turn. I almost broke my neck with that turn and 
the way I fell over. But I caught myself and propped myself up with my 
elbow. He started staring at me again but I wasn't going to let him know 
that I was caught off guard by his turn. My elbow was planted steady 
and hard. No turn was going to knock me down this time. I started 
blabbing again like I had never stopped. 

"Now, the night time was my precious time, time owned by my 
family. My loving wife and doting children deserved all they could get 
from me. So I didn't dare write in the evenings. Instead, I would play 
with my children and spend quality time with my wife. But my life's 
dream always called to me and I desperately wanted to be a famous 
writer. So five o'clock every morning, my typer would be rapping and 
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my fingers would be tapping furiously. Thankfully, it all paid off. 
Thankfully, my dreams will be realized soon, really soon." I started to 
feel like I was talking to myself. I was hoping that he would understand 
what I was saying but I don't think he did. He was too busy staring at 
me to care. I would've stuck him in the eyes with a red-hot poker, if I 
could. That would've really given him something to stare at. 

"What's your name again?" the cabbie asked. He pulled up to the 
curb in front of the airport terminal and stopped the car. He turned 
around and really gave me a stare. Man, his eyes looked like they were 
going to start bleeding, they were so goddamn red. He was freaking me 
out. "I'll look out for your book." 

"My name is Simon Burchwood. Here's my business card." 
I had a small stack of business cards in my shirt pocket so I gave 

him one. I had them made up the other day. They say: Simon 
Burchwood, best-selling author. I am not a best-selling author yet but I 
expect to be soon. The feedback I'm getting from my publisher is really 
positive and they expect me to move hundreds of thousands of units. 
Can you believe that? That's quite a lot of eyes reading my work. 
Anyway, he seemed quite impressed with my card. There's something 
about a nice looking business card; people really seem to be impressed 
by them. Don't ask me why, they just do. Especially ones like mine. I 
mean, I paid extra attention to the type of paper and the particular font 
the print shop used. They say people who use the font called Verdana 
show a strong sense of character. So that's the font I chose. And I 
selected a nice off-white, sturdy card stock. Pretty fucking fancy if you 
ask me.  

"I packed a case of these business cards for my trip along with as 
many pens and pads of paper as I could, in case I have the urge to write 
on the flight. I will be flying first class to New York for my literary debut 
at the Barnes & Noble flagship store. But first, I will stop in 
Montgomery, Alabama for a brief visit to an old friend. His name is 
Jason. I haven't seen him in sixteen years." 

The cabbie quit staring at me long enough to get out of the cab and 
unpack my luggage from the trunk. I stood behind him, holding my 
backpack, and placed my foot on the rear bumper. But it was a little wet 
from a drizzle earlier in the day and my foot slipped off and I almost fell 
smack on my face. That would have been pretty impressive, huh? I 
could see the headlines in the newspapers: Simon Burchwood, best-
selling author, maims himself with wet bumper; career and intellect in 
jeopardy. I'm glad he didn't see that slip. That would have been pretty 
embarrassing. And I bet he would have laughed to, the crazy cab-driving 
cocksucker. 

"Jason knows all the success I've come upon even though I moved 
away after the eighth grade. He and I remained in contact through 
letters and later e-mails. He followed my entire career through clippings 
I sent him in the mail and then in more detail through my web site. I'm 
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looking forward to finally seeing him again face to face. And I'm looking 
forward to hearing his kind words of support in person. Undoubtedly, he 
is my biggest fan." 

Without warning, as if immediately possessed by a demon, the cab 
driver turned around and gave me the evil eye. His bloodshot eyes were 
flaring. He kind of started to freak me out. It's true. 

"Wha'cha got in the backpack, Simon? That is your name, right?" 
the cabbie asked. His demeanor was quickly upgraded from scary cab 
driver to really scary cab driver. I thought for a second that his head 
was going to explode, his eyes and cheeks as red as they were. He was 
pretty scary looking. It's true. "You're holding on to it like you have 
something illegal in there, like a bomb or drugs or something. Wha'cha 
got in the bag?" 

"What do you mean?" I asked. I guess I was holding onto it pretty 
tight. I hadn't really thought about it. Who thinks about that kind of 
stuff anyway? Do you think about stuff you hold onto and how tight you 
hold onto it? Most people with any sanity don't think about that kind of 
shit. But this cabbie was crazy, I tell you. He was a crazy cocksucker. 
He was really starting to scare the shit out of me. 

"It's a simple question. You been holding onto that bag with your 
life. Care to tell me what's inside? In a way, I have a right to know. You 
could be endangering lives or something." 

"How could I be endangering lives?" I asked. 
"Like I said, you could have a bomb or a weapon in there. You're 

holding onto it like your life depended on it." 
I was holding onto my backpack pretty tight but I think that was 

because I was nervous about flying. I really hated to fly. I wasn't looking 
forward to it at all. I have a really deep fear of being in the air in that 
plane, especially when the plane hits those air pockets and it drops 
suddenly, sending my stomach right into my throat. God, I really hate 
that! It scares the shit out of me. I think what scares me the most is 
that I'm not in control of the plane, you know, because I'm not actually 
flying it myself. I think if I was flying the plane that I wouldn't be so 
nervous. I asked the publishing company to send me to New York by 
train but they refused. They said it would take too long. I guess they are 
right. Trains are pretty fucking slow. And they go off the tracks all the 
time. I always see news stories about trains that go off the tracks, at 
least once a week. It's true. 

"Oh, this is just the original manuscript for my book in here. Like I 
said, I'll be reading from it at the Barnes & Noble flagship store in New 
York in a few days. This is the only copy I have of the manuscript and 
I'm quite protective of it." 

The cabbie looked at me from head to toe with his goddamn 
bloodshot eyes. I really wanted to jab them with a stick or a poker, 
anything long and sharp. I guess it took a minute for his pea-brain to 
register that I wasn't a terrorist or a criminal or anything. I mean, look 
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at the way I was dressed for Christ's sake. I looked like a fucking dipshit 
with the khaki pants and pastel Izod shirt that my wife made me wear. I 
mean, she didn't force me to wear it but she kind of did force me to 
wear it since she does all the clothes shopping. Man, she sure does like 
to shop more than anything. And she's a sucker for department store 
fantasy bullshit. I mean, she wants me to look like those goddamn 
mannequins in there, all Ivy League and preppy and stuck-up. She can 
dress me up all she wants but that will never be me. I mean, I love her 
more than anything but I'm kind of pudgy and losing some of my hair. 
You never see pudgy mannequins that are going bald. Who'd want to 
look like that? 

"Well, sorry about that. You can never be too sure these days," the 
cabbie said, leaning forward to shake my hand like he was really sorry 
or something. Man, he was creeping me out, what with his bloodshot 
eyes and sweaty palms. It was like he ran his hands under lukewarm 
water before shaking mine. It was disgusting. "Good luck to you, Simon. 
And if you have anything going for you, it's definitely your ability to tell 
long stories. Very long stories. Have a safe flight. And good luck being a 
famous writer." 

The cabbie hopped in his car and sped away, off to scare the shit 
out of another fare no doubt, the creepy bastard! I didn't give him a tip 
because of his bloodshot eyes and the staring, of course. His mother 
should have taught him that it is rude to stare. A civilized cabbie would 
know that. 

A black fellow came over to help me with my luggage. He was 
definitely a nice change from the crazy cabbie. He had pleasant eyes 
and a kind smile and he smelled like Old Spice. 

"Can I help you with your bags, sir?" he asked me. He was very 
nice. It's true. 

"Yes, you can. Thank you." 
"Where are you going?" Man, he was really nice and all, almost too 

nice. 
"New York via Montgomery." He quietly followed me all the way to 

the ticket counter. 
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2. 
 
"I can't believe those cheap bastards at the publishing company! 

They said I would be flying first class." The woman behind the ticket 
counter stared at the computer screen. No matter what I said, her 
demeanor was unfazed. She wouldn't even look at me. It was a big 
change from the nice black fellow who helped me with my luggage. I 
could really tell that she hated her job, just like the cabbie hated his 
job. What airline employee doesn't hate their job, though? If I was an 
airline employee, I would hate my job too, what, with the terrorists and 
the raging passengers and the bad airline food and the constant fear of 
crashing to my death. But I'm not, thank God. I'm a writer. Who would 
want to work for an airline anyway? I guess she probably gets cheap 
tickets to exotic locations but it's obvious that she doesn't go anywhere. 
And she didn't care one bit about what seat I was supposed to have. All 
she could probably think about was getting off work and drinking a 
quart of vodka with her other miserable airline girlfriends and smoking 
a pack of cigarettes and meeting a pilot who smells like cigars and 
scotch and grabs her ass when no one is looking. "Seriously, there must 
be some kind of mistake. I'm supposed to be in first class." 

With the exception of her scowl, the ticket lady was cute in a Janet 
from Three's Company kind of way. Seriously, she had that jet-black 
hair and it was cut in the same style. Well, kind of. I mean, she looked 
more like Janet in the face than by the hairstyle. She was a drop-dead 
ringer for her, only if you looked at her face. Coincidentally, her name 
was Janet as well. It's true. This made for an interesting segue. 

"Has anyone ever told you that you look like Janet from Three's 
Company?" I could feel the shit-eating grin stretch across my face. I 
mustered as much sincerity as I could into it. And I was sincere. She did 
look like Janet from Three's Company. Pretty crazy, huh? 

"No, that's a new one," she replied sarcastically. And she was really 
sarcastic about it. She kind of ruined it for me, with her sarcasm, you 
know. I hate sarcastic people. Sarcastic people can stick their sarcasm 
right up their sarcastic asses. 

"Seriously, Janet. My publisher said I would be flying first class. Is 
there anything available?" 

"Did you say you were a writer?" she asked. Bingo! It worked every 
time. I don't know what it was about being a writer but it sure caught 
people off guard. It's not like I wrote the Bible or The Catcher in the 
Rye or Hamlet for Christ's sake. But I do like the attention, I guess. 
Well, sometimes. I don't like too much attention, just enough. 

"Why yes, I am. My new novel, THE RISE AND FALL OF A TITAN, 
comes out in a few weeks. Maybe you've heard the prepress? Or seen 
my web site?" 
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"What was your name again?" Can you believe it? I didn't know 
exactly how hard my publisher was working on promoting my name but 
it sure wasn't helping me too much. I might as well have been just some 
ordinary schmuck. My business card should have said: Simon 
Burchwood, ordinary no-writing schmuck. 

"Simon, Simon Burchwood. But you can just call me Simon." 
"Your name does sound a little familiar. Wow, a writer," she said, 

her demeanor becoming a little brighter. A true look of admiration 
shined from her face. I could tell that she admired me, at least a little. 
"I've always wanted to write, you know." 

Ask anyone famous what they fear the most and it is having to 
listen to people's failed hopes and dreams of becoming a writer or an 
actor or a singer or a baseball player or a ballet dancer or some shit like 
that. For me, it was no different. I didn't necessarily mind talking to 
people about writing for a career. I just didn't like talking to people too 
long about it. But I was prepared for this moment. I pulled one of my 
business cards from my shirt. Her eyes damn near popped out of her 
goddamn head, she was so impressed. The business cards never failed to 
impress for some reason. They really never failed. They're fool proof. 

"Wow, what a cool business card!" she exclaimed. She was all 
excited like I gave her a gold bar or some shit like that. "If I could have 
your autograph, Mr. Burchwood, I'll check the system for any 
cancellations." 

"Call me Simon. Mr. Burchwood is so pompous sounding." 
I signed the front of the business card as she checked the computer 

for cancellations. I think it's strange that people want somebody famous 
to sign something of theirs. I guess it's their way of proving that they 
met the famous person that they will be bragging about later to their 
friends over beers and chips at their favorite bar. I remember this time 
when Jeff Arms told me that he met George W. Bush and I didn't believe 
him. Jeff Arms was this guy I worked with at TechForce, the company I 
worked at before I got my publishing deal. We were at happy hour one 
day and he told me this story about how he bumped into George W. 
Bush at a gas station. He tried to tell me that Bush was pumping his own 
gas and that they struck up a conversation between the pumps. He told 
me how Bush was tired of being chauffeured around and that he wanted 
to pump gas like a regular guy. I told Jeff he was full of shit. He said that 
Bush made his chauffeur run in and pay for the gas and buy him a six-
pack and some beef jerky while he pumped his own gas. Jeff said he 
thought about asking Bush for his autograph to prove that he did 
actually talk to him. But how did Jeff expect me to believe that he had 
the signature of the real George W. Bush? Jeff was the kind of person 
that would sign a piece of paper and say it was the autograph of some 
goddamn famous person. Jeff was a real lying cocksucker like that. He 
lied about everything. But it's true what they say about famous people 
getting away with murder. It's absolutely true. I came up with gold. 
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"Luckily, there is a cancellation. I switched your seat for theirs. 
There is a small fee for the switch, though." 

"Do you think you can waive it?" I asked. 
She looked a little distressed at my request but she found the 

courage to please me. I could see that she really wanted to please me. 
That made me feel really good. It also inspired me. Maybe I'd write her a 
poem on the flight and mail it to her. You have to show your 
appreciation when ordinary people do things for you. It's true. 
Otherwise, they can get really ugly because they'll assume that you're a 
pompous asshole or something like that. 

"Sure, why not. I didn't get my raise like they promised." She typed 
away furiously, entering some bogus claim into some comment field in 
the system. She had a devilishly content look on her face, as if she had 
just swindled thousands of dollars from her employer and thinking her 
deed would go undiscovered. She handed me my new ticket, looking 
around for onlookers with the authority to fire her. "Here you go. The 
flight will be boarding in an hour." 

She sure was nice. I felt bad about saying that she looked like the 
Janet from Three's Company, especially since it's such a crappy show. I 
mean, to be honest, that show really sucked. Most of the shows from the 
seventies sucked except for the Jeffersons. The Jeffersons was a good 
fucking show. Any show where they had a black guy calling a white guy 
a honky was a good show in my book. Good old George Jefferson wasn't 
sarcastic about it at all. He really thought old Willis was a honky, even 
though they were friends. Now that's brilliant. The writers for that show 
were geniuses. But I felt bad about associating Janet with the Janet from 
Three's Company. I'd have to make it up to her since she's really a nice 
person and not a jaded airline employee, like the rest of them. I can be 
such a jerk sometimes, but it's not on purpose. It's true.  

"Thank you, Janet. I'll wait in the bar." 
"And thanks for flying with South Texas Air." 
"Janet?" I asked. I had to make it up to her for being so nice to me. 

I just had to. 
"Yes, Simon. Is there something else I can help you with?" She was 

really sweet. She really did want to help me with something, I could tell. 
"Janet, would you like to have a drink with me? You know, over at 

the bar. You have any time to join me for a cocktail?" 
"Well, that's very nice of you Simon. But I am on duty." I guess she 

was right about that. What was I thinking anyway? She looked down at 
my hand and kept staring at it. "And you are married, Simon. Aren't 
you?" She was right about that too. I was married. She was a real 
fucking genius, for sure. But I wasn't trying to hit on her or anything. I 
was just trying to make up for being a jerk and saying that I thought she 
looked like Janet from Three's Company. "I don't think that would be 
appropriate, would it?" She started to get all preachy and condescending 
and shit. I was sorry I said anything to her at all. I was sorry I opened 
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my goddamn mouth in the first place. She didn't seem so sweet to me 
anymore, just annoying and condescending and jaded. I imagined her at 
the bar right outside the entrance to the airport, getting drunk with her 
fellow airline employees, blazing through ultra-light cigarettes and 
draining cheap vodka shots, draping her goddamn leg over the lap of a 
drunken pilot, in town briefly from Seattle or San Francisco or Boston 
or wherever he left his real wife and family behind. I was quite sure that 
she fell for the James Brolin-like pilot, I was quite sure of it. It seemed 
to me that the bitterness she had stemmed from the recurring rejection 
she probably faced from the unfaithful pilot, even though he promised 
to divorce his wife and whisk her off to Antigua or Cancun or Bermuda 
or wherever his bonus airline miles would take them. It seemed to me 
that she had clearly mistaken me for someone else. It's true. 

"I guess you're right. Please forgive me." I gathered my things 
together. "Thanks again. Thanks for switching my seat. And don't forget 
to buy my book. That would be great." 

"I won't, Mr. Burch... I mean Simon." 
"Or you can leave me a tip by going to my web site at 

www.simonburchwood.com and clicking the Submit button on the 
gratuity web page." I was such a fucking shameless self-promoter. It's 
true. I wrote the web address on the back of my business card. "I take 
Visa, Master Card, Discover, debit cards, you name it. Support the arts!" 

She thanked me and told me she'd leave me a big tip the next time 
she was online. As I walked toward the bar across from the boarding 
area, I turned and waved. She politely waved back. 

Actually, I take everything back I said about Janet. She really was a 
nice young lady. It's just too bad she looked like the Janet from Three's 
Company and was a little annoying and jaded and bitter. It was just too 
bad. But it's amazing what a little notoriety and a smile will get you. 
Hopefully, it will get me a couple of free cocktails at the bar. 
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3. 
 
"Do you know what the most undervalued punctuation mark is?" I 

asked the barfly sitting next to me. He was a real winner, he was. He sat 
there all pathetic-like with his left hand attached to his beer and his 
right hand practically shoved up his goddamn nose (you know the 
ones?). See, he had been picking his nose ever since I sat down at the 
bar and I thought asking him a question would interrupt his incessant 
picking at least for a few minutes. It was like his car keys were up there 
or something. It was making me sick to my stomach. "The ellipsis." 

"What the hell is an ellipsis?" he asked, lifting his crusty finger in 
the air and waving it to the bartender. I guess that was some kind of 
code for serving another beer because the bartender brought one right 
over. The barfly didn't even have to say what kind or size or nothing. 
The bartender just served it up and brought it over. Now that's what I 
call service. But with the exception of the crafty, secret hand signal, the 
barfly was dumb as a bag of toenail clippings. 

"Dot, dot, dot. You know what I mean?" I unsheathed my special 
writing pen and began to write this on a bar napkin: 

Four score and seven years ago... 
I pointed to the dot, dot, dots. The barfly took a swig from his fresh 

beer and wiped the foam from his lips with his grubby hand. He was a 
dirty fucker, smelling like he hadn't taken a shower in at least three to 
four weeks, if not longer. One thing I really hate is smelly people. I go 
out of my way to take at least a shower a day, sometimes two showers a 
day, depending on the physical activity I exert. And then I pile on the 
deodorant, the cologne, the talcum powder, the mouthwash, the foot 
powder, and anything else I can get my hands on to cover the stink. You 
have to cover the stink; it's a moral imperative. It's what separates us 
from the chimpanzees. You know, they say the difference between 
human DNA and chimp DNA is less than one percent. Well, that one 
percent is the I-gotta-cover-my-stink DNA that us humans have. This 
guy was closer to chimp than I was because his stink-covering gene was 
obviously deficient. Again, I pointed to the dot, dot, dots. 

"That, my friend, is a powerful punctuation mark. It indicates 
something that does not have to be put into words, an understanding 
the author has with the reader, something so powerful that it has no 
equal within the syntax." I didn't really think that the ellipsis was that 
important but it sure sounded good. Talking about grammar always 
makes someone sound good. It's true. If you're ever at a party and are at 
a loss for words and everyone else is talking about evolution and lunar 
landings and stock options and politics and the economy, start talking 
about grammar. I guarantee you'll sound like a fucking genius. You 
know why? Even though English is the predominant language in our 
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society, everyone failed grammar courses in school. You never hear 
someone say that they did well in English class. So when you talk about 
grammar, someone always says that they did poorly in English which, of 
course, means that they won't know what the fuck you are talking about 
when you start blabbing about ellipsis and conjunctions and past 
participles and all that shit. It's guaranteed. 

"That's very interesting," the dirty barfly said. And then he stood up 
and just walked away. He walked away like I was the one that stank to 
high heaven. I'm glad he walked away though, what, with his god-awful 
stink and all that incessant nose-picking. He was a maniac about picking 
his nose like there was some lost money up there. The bartender walked 
by and I decided to try the secret hand code. I lifted my finger and when 
he saw me, he turned around and whipped up my favorite drink. He 
filled the glass a third of the way with whiskey and splashed a little cola 
on top with the soda gun. He seemed like a real professional bartender. 

"That's pretty interesting, what you were just explaining to Ernie," 
the bartender said. He was pretty sincere about it too, I could tell. It's 
hard not to be sincere about grammar. 

"You think so?" I asked. I was holding onto my backpack pretty 
tight and I still must have been nervous about the flight or something. 
That cabbie really got me going about my nervousness. I couldn't stop 
thinking about it. 

"What are you, some kind of professor?" he asked. 
"Why no, I am a writer. My book, THE RISE AND FALL OF A 

TITAN, comes out in a few weeks. First in hardback, then in soft cover a 
month later." 

"Well, congratulations there. What was your name?" He held out his 
hand to greet me. I extended my hand and he shook it firmly. 

"Simon. Simon Burchwood." 
"Nice to meet you, Simon Burchwood. That drink's on the house," 

he said, pointing to my cocktail. 
"Thank you for your generosity." Can you fucking believe it? Wow, 

he was a professional, a real topnotch bartender. I have known many 
bartenders in my time but he was one of the slickest. The bar wasn't full 
at that particular moment but I knew that he probably did pretty well 
on most nights. He had to, he was that good. Most bartenders do pretty 
well, even in slow bars. You know why? Well, no matter what's going on 
in our society, everyone wants to drink alcohol. I'm serious as a nuclear 
war. If the economy is great, everyone wants to celebrate and drink 
booze. If the economy is bad, everyone wants to drown their sorrows 
and drink booze. Bartenders can't lose. They have a steady customer 
base, no matter what. In college, I was a bartender at a saloon right 
outside of campus. It was packed every single night like fucking 
clockwork. Sorority girls, fraternity boys, geeks, weirdos, athletes, 
musicians, artists, sluts, you name it. They were all there, every night, 
Tuesday nights, Friday nights, Mother's Day, and even fucking 
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Christmas. And I made pretty good money too. I didn't have medical 
insurance but I didn't care. I always had cash in my pocket even though 
I wasn't that great of a bartender. I mean, I didn't have secret hand 
codes and all. I always had to ask someone what they wanted. I envied 
this guy just a little though. He must have been pulling in pretty good 
money. He was that good. 

"Don't mention it. Being that I work in an airport, I meet lots of 
famous types. Singers, actors, politicians, reporters, disc jockeys, 
athletes, porn stars, you name it. But I ain't never met no writer before. 
Come to think of it, I don't even know what writers look like. I might be 
able to pick Stephen King out of a criminal lineup but that's about it." 

"That's a shame. Writers should be like rock stars in our society. 
They should be revered," I said. And I meant it too. 

"That's funny. That's like saying everyone should recognize chess 
masters or cyclists or physicists or inventors. Nobody cares about 
writers just like nobody cares about those other types. No offense." 

"None taken." Actually, that really pissed me off. I mean, who the 
fuck did he think he was anyway? I was the one with a publishing deal. 
He was stuck in an airport bar serving swill to his high-class clientele, 
the nose-picking barflies. But I didn't want to start anything. I had just 
gotten the hang of the secret hand code and was on a roll for more 
drinks. Uncharacteristically, I kept my mouth shut. Can you believe it? 
It's true. 

"I'm just speaking the truth," he said. "Who has time to read anyway 
when you can see the movie? You're in and out in less than two hours." 

"Movies and television are the scourge of literature. They cheapen 
and demean our imagination and they limit the range of our creative 
minds," I said. 

"Maybe. But they're fun and I get a no-bullshit story in two hours. 
I'm in and I'm out. Reading a book can take weeks, months. I once tried 
to read a book and it took me over a year." 

"Did you ever finish it?" I asked. He was starting to sound like a real 
fucking genius. I began to miss the turd-loving cabbie. At least he liked 
to read. 

"Nope, never did." 
"What was the book, if you don't mind me asking?" 
"The Bible. Now that's a long book. But I saw The Ten 

Commandments on TV one night after getting off a late shift. It's a good 
movie even though it's three hours. That's kind of pushing it for me," he 
said. Now I kind of agreed with him there, you know, since The Bible is 
all about letting this be and letting that be, and people begetting people 
and more people and more people. It just goes on and on and on. All 
you really need to know is the Ten Commandments and a few essentials 
about Jesus, Moses and a few other main characters, like God. And that 
movie was a good one, what, with Charlton Heston kicking ass in the 
name of God and impressing the shit out of the Jews. He was right even 
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though the movie was a little too fucking long. I like short movies, an 
hour and a half tops. And I like short books, 250 pages long, tops. My 
new novel is exactly 246 pages. Exactly. Can you believe it? It's true. I 
decided to let that comment about writers slide. You know, the one 
about what they look like. I'd hate to look like Stephen King anyway. He 
looks like a real dumbass. I mean, did you see that movie he was in 
called Creepshow? What a fucking piece of shit movie! Well, (if you 
didn't see it) Stephen King was in that movie. He played a hillbilly that 
finds a meteor that falls from the sky and he thinks he can make some 
money off it by selling it to the local college. Well, the college jips him 
and he eventually is eaten by a green, fuzzy space fungus that was living 
in the meteor. Man, what a piece of crap movie! And it's two fucking 
hours long! But that's how I think of Stephen King, as that dumbass 
hillbilly. I know he was just playing a character but that's how I think of 
him; that's what I picture him being like in real life. I don't know why, I 
just do. It's my mental image, you know? If I was in a movie, I wouldn't 
play a role like that. There's no way I'd want someone's mental image of 
me to be tainted that way. I'd play someone tough and manly, just like 
Robert De Niro. Think of your mental image of Robert De Niro. He's a 
pretty cool motherfucker, huh?! That's how I'd want to be. 

"I see," I finally told him. I was kind of at a loss for words. I mean, 
our banter was hitting a pretty low point by then, even though I agreed 
with him. I was really ready for another drink. I kept raising my finger 
and waving it all over the goddamn place but he wasn't making any 
more cocktails. It seemed his professionalism was shot out the window. 
He just stood there wiping his bar glasses clean, wine glasses, lowball 
glasses, shot glasses. He was wiping all kinds of fucking glasses. Man, I 
was ready for a drink and all he could think about was cleaning. 

"Hey Simon? How long 'til you board your flight?" he asked. 
I checked my watch for the time. 
"About forty minutes," I replied. I was still waving my finger all over 

the bar but no response. He was not sympathetic to my needs anymore. 
His tip was really in jeopardy. And I was going to tip him pretty good 
too. 

"Forty minutes, huh? Want to burn one with me in the beer 
cooler?" 

He kind of caught me off guard with that question. I remember 
feeling like my brain had been sucked into a vacuum or something after 
he asked. I just kind of sat there like I had been kicked in the nuts, 
really speechless for some reason. How often has someone asked you 
that? That's what I thought. 

"You know?" he asked, raising his hand to his mouth and 
pretending to take a hit off a marijuana joint, making a sucking sound as 
he inhaled. Man, he sure did look like an idiot there, sucking on his 
fingertips with his lips all puckered up like he was kissing his mother 
but with the air going in reverse. And, what, did he not think I knew 
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what burning one meant? Did he think I was a fucking idiot? "It hits 
harder in the cooler. Come on, we'll only be a few minutes." 

"Well, I'm not sure..." I didn't really know what to say. I never was 
much into smoking pot. It always made me really stupid and paranoid. 
I'd say things I would have never said sober and I'd eat every piece of 
food in the goddamn house. I once made a ketchup sandwich and ate 
ice cream with coffee grounds on top when I was high. I'm not kidding. 
It made me act that dumb. And I met my wife when I was high. When 
we talk about the night we met, she says I was charming. But all I 
remember was thinking that someone was out to get me. You know, like 
spies and shit. I kept seeing shadows out of the corner of my eye and I 
kept thinking that they were coming for me. Pretty stupid, huh? But it 
gets better. She also says that I told her that I was going to marry her. 
Can you believe that? I don't remember saying that. But that's how 
stupid I get when I smoke pot. I try, to my best ability, to stay away 
from that shit. 

"Come on. I thought all famous folks smoked herb? Don't you?" he 
asked. 

You know, you really can't argue with that. He was right again, first 
with the thing about The Bible and now about smoking pot. He was a 
real fucking genius. And a professional bartender too. He made me a 
quick drink and asked me to follow him. So I did. I grabbed my 
backpack and followed him through a door behind the bar. 
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4. 
 
The bartender unlocked the door to a walk-in refrigerator in the 

storage room behind the bar. It had a big padlock on the front, one of 
those Master Lock padlocks like I had when I was a kid, the ones I used 
to lock my bike up at school so no one would steal it. I imagined it was 
locked because the nose-picking barflies would probably sneak back 
here and try to steal all the beer and wine and shit. That was a pretty 
funny thought. As the bartender unlocked the door and pulled it open, a 
whoosh of cold air rushed into the warm room. Inside, the interior walls 
of the refrigerator were lined with cases of different kinds of beers and 
exotic wines, stacked from the floor to the ceiling. There was enough 
room in there for the two of us to stand in the center, at arm's length. 
But I wasn't sure if I wanted to be stuck in there with him. I mean, I 
didn't even know his name and he wanted me to go in there with him. 
What if we got locked in or something? What a thought that was. I could 
see the headlines in the newspapers: Simon Burchwood, famous writer, 
dies inside a refrigerator. Nose-pickers mourn. I wasn't sure I wanted to 
go in anymore. 

"After you, kind sir," the bartender insisted. 
"Aren't you afraid that your customers will try to rob you while we 

are back here? Or lock us in? Anything could happen, right?" 
"No way. I installed a camera in the bar and there is a monitor here 

inside the cooler. See for yourself." He was right. He pointed to a small 
television monitor hanging in the back of the cooler. I could see all the 
nose-pickers sitting at the bar and at their tables. The camera had a 
fisheye lens so I could see the entire place. I didn't feel one hundred 
percent safe but it helped. It helped a little bit. "We're safe as kittens," 
he said. 

The bartender directed me to step in, bending over and waving his 
arm like a maître d' in a fine restaurant or something. I was kind of 
nervous. I didn't know exactly why, I just was. I slipped my backpack 
over my shoulder and secured it snuggly to my back. Then I said fuck it 
and stepped in. The bartender followed after, shutting the door behind 
him. 

It was cold as a polar bear's dick in there. My nipples were standing 
at attention and mist was shooting out my nose. I rubbed my arms to 
keep warm but I wasn't getting any warmer. It was so cold that I forgot I 
was standing in a goddamn refrigerator. You can rub your arms all you 
want but you aren't getting warmer in there. The bartender pulled a 
silver cigarette case from his shirt pocket and opened it. Ten perfectly 
rolled joints were inside, lined up in a perfect row, like little white 
sardines or something. He pulled one out, flicked it into his mouth, and 
lit a Zippo with a snap of his fingers, like a magician lighting fire from 
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his fingertips. He was pretty masterful with that lighter. You had to be 
when you were a bartender as good as he was. When the ladies came 
into his bar, he had to be prepared to light their cigarettes. Women 
always want men to light their goddamn cigarettes at bars. It used to 
drive me mad when I was bartending because I didn't smoke at the 
time. I never had an excuse to buy a Zippo. I should have bought one 
anyway, especially since I picked up the goddamn habit after college. I 
might have made better tips if I had one to light ladies' cigarettes with. 
He sucked the joint until his lungs were full. He was like a fucking 
vacuum cleaner. It's true. Not a bit of smoke leaked out of his mouth. 
He then exhaled with a wheeze and a violent staccato cough. He 
coughed like his fucking lung was going to fly out of his goddamn 
mouth. His face turned bright red and tears kind of rolled down his 
cheeks. For a second, I thought he was going to choke to death. I really 
did. And I wouldn't have known what to do. I probably would have left 
him there, called 911 anonymously, and boarded my plane as soon as 
possible. Nobody would have known I was there except Ernie the nose-
picker. I didn't know what I would have done about him. He would tell 
the police about me for sure, the bastard. After a minute of wheezing 
and coughing, a smile crept across his face. He looked very happy in a 
distressed kind of way. 

Then he wanted to give me the joint. He put it in front of my face, 
coughing a little more as he did. He looked to me to take it. He really 
wanted me to take it, I could tell. 

"Here you go," he said, pushing the joint in my face some more. 
"Take a hit. It's not the greatest weed but it's definitely not swag." 

For some reason, I looked at the security monitor. I was feeling 
paranoid as hell. And I wasn't even high! What a pain in the ass. 
Marijuana will do that to you though. Even if you're not high, it makes 
you all paranoid and shit. You think you'll get busted any minute, like a 
cop will pop out of thin air and read you your rights. But I was so 
goddamn paranoid that my skin was crawling and I had goosebumps. I 
was cold and paranoid. I rubbed my arms as I looked at the security 
monitor. 

"Look at them," I said, pointing to the monitor. "All of them are 
pretty pathetic, drowning their sorrows and cursing their existence. 
They should channel that energy into creating something, doing 
something, being somebody, instead of sitting at this bar wasted." 

The bartender recoiled after I made that comment, a little offended. 
He pulled the joint back and gave me a look, a look of bewilderment. 
For a quick second, I feared for my safety. I didn't know why. I just did. 
Wouldn't you, trapped in a refrigerator with a bartender you didn't 
know? That's what I thought. 

"Hey, you're talking about MY bar here. Those are MY customers. 
They put food on MY table, pay MY rent. You have no right to judge 
them. Who the fuck do you think you are?" 
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Noticing the rage building behind his eyes, I took a step back, a 
little more fearful now. I put my arms out to contain him if he moved 
but he didn't move. He just stood there, fuming about that comment. I 
didn't know what to do. He kept staring at me. I was used to the staring 
because of the crazy cabbie and all. But he wasn't giving me the I'm-a-
little-crazy kind of stare, he was giving me the I-can't-believe-you-said-
that-and-I-want-to-knock-your-fucking-face-in kind of stare. I didn't 
know what to do. I had been in a few fights in my time but they were 
more of the getting-kicked-in-the-balls kind of fights, not the kind where 
you're stuck in a refrigerator with a strange, wasted bartender. He 
sucked on the joint once again, inhaling deeply, coughing some more. 
He coughed like his other goddamn lung was going to fly out. I thought 
for a second that he might actually choke to death. I wished he would 
die. I never would have wished anything like that upon anyone but, for 
that moment, I wished he would die. But when he finished coughing his 
goddamn lung out, his anger subsided as his high settled into his brain. 
His eyes sagged as the last of the smoke exited his mouth. He looked 
pretty dopey then. People always look so fucking dopey when they are 
high. If I wasn't so scared, I would have laughed at how dopey he 
looked. 

"I'm sorry," I whispered, softly like a little girl. But like I said, I was 
pretty scared. And nobody was around so I didn't feel too stupid about 
sounding like a little girl. "I didn't mean anything by it. I was just giving 
my social critique, my opinion. My opinion means nothing, really. I was 
just making conversation. You know, small talk and all." 

A bigger smile crept across his face. He was so goddamn high that I 
was waiting for some reggae music to start playing and a fucking lava 
lamp to pop out somewhere. He looked really dopey and high and 
content. 

"You're right. No harm, no foul. And look at Ernie," he said, pointing 
to the monitor. "He is a sad-looking bastard, isn't he?" 

We both chuckled like we were best buddies again. Well, I kind of 
faked my chuckle but I faked it pretty good. I didn't want to piss him off 
anymore and get that look again, that look like he wanted to knock my 
face in. He grabbed an ashtray from behind a case of Budweiser and 
snuffed the joint out. It snapped and fizzed as he smashed it. He put a 
droplet of spit on the tip of his index finger and drowned the last bit of 
fire out. Then he slapped his goddamn hand on my shoulder and 
squeezed it. It was like we were old chums, old college buddies, you 
know? But I decided I was not going to leave him a tip now. He was 
fucking crazy if he thought I was going to leave him a tip after all this. 

"How about another beer for the road?" he asked. 
"You mean for my flight?" 
"Whatever. The road, the flight, it's all the same." 
He put his arm around my shoulder and led me out of the 

refrigerator. I was really glad to be out of there. I really was. It was like I 
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escaped off a deserted island or something. That's how I felt, really free. 
Well, almost free. He locked the cooler shut with that big Master Lock 
and he led me out of the storage room. 

Back at the bar, I gathered all my things together. I decided right 
then and there that my time in the bar was over. Just like that, I can 
make a decision at the drop of a hat. And I decided that I would rather 
be anywhere, I mean anywhere, than in that fucking bar with that crazy 
bartender and all the goddamn nose-pickers. All those nose-pickers 
could go straight to hell. 

"I really need to get going. What do I owe you?" I asked. 
"But you have thirty more minutes. That's time for another drink. 

We're just getting to know each other." He was really getting pushy 
about it. I bet he was trying to save face for a tip. I bet that sneaky 
bastard was doing that. All bartenders are sneaky bastards, didn't I tell 
you? It's true. It's absolutely true. 

"I really must go." 
"OK, OK. But before you go, let me give you something that will 

help you relax and enjoy your flight." 
He was really trying to save face then. He sank his hand into his 

pant pocket and pulled out, amongst small wads of lint and food crumbs, 
a tiny white pill. He extended his hand to me like I should be grateful 
for what he had. He insisted that I take the small pill. I was reluctant to 
take anything from that crazy fucker. 

"Here, this is for you. But don't take it here. Take it as soon as you 
find your seat on the plane. It will take a short while to kick in. But 
once it does, your flight will be relaxing and enjoyable. A famous 
celebrity told me about these once, sitting here at this very bar. They 
really do work." 

I quickly took the pill and dropped it in my shirt pocket. I didn't 
want him saying another word or insisting that I accept anymore favors 
or drugs or anything. I just wanted the fuck out. I just wanted to be on 
my flight to Montgomery, sleeping nicely, thinking about my writing and 
New York and being famous and all the admiration I would receive from 
my fans. That's all I ever really wanted, to be a known writer. Was that 
too much to ask? At that moment, it seemed like it was too much to 
ask. 

"Thanks. I really won't forget this. You are much too kind. How 
much do I owe you?" I was laying it on pretty thick. I wanted to get the 
fuck out incident-free. 

"It's on the house. And I hope you enjoy your flight." 
"I will. Thanks again." 
"And please forgive me for what happened back there. I wasn't right 

in the head for a moment." 
I gave him a fuck-you smile and left that fucking hole in the wall 

bar with the nose-pickers and the crazy, whacked-out bartender. I left 
the bar dragging all my luggage behind me. And after all that, I did leave 
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him a tip. But it was the ultimate fuck-you gratuity. I left him one cent, 
one goddamn penny. That's worse than not leaving a tip at all. You 
know why? Because you know and they know that they gave shitty 
service. They know it because you left them the smallest amount 
possible. And they can't come chasing after you yelling about how you 
didn't tip them, because you did tip them, it was just one penny. And 
they can't go yelling that you gave them one cent because the other 
patrons would know that you fucked him because of bad service. That 
was the ultimate fuck-you. And he knew it. 

"Have a nice flight, writer-man. Come back and see me, you 
bastard." I knew right then and there that he found the penny. But by 
that time, I was already boarding my flight to Montgomery, thank God. 
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5. 
 
I found my seat on the plane, seat 8A by the window. Janet had 

really pulled it off. She was really sweet to do it for me too. I felt awful 
for what I said to her about looking like Janet from Three's Company 
but I quickly got over it. I wouldn't be seeing her for a while so I figured 
there was no reason to mull over it like a sad bastard. There was 
definitely no time for feeling like a sad bastard. I lifted one of my bags to 
the overhead compartment and lo and behold, it didn't fit into the 
space. I'm sure you know what I mean, right? Your carry-on luggage 
never fits into those goddamn compartments; they're always too small 
for any normal-size carry-on bag. They're big enough for a shoebox but 
that's about it. But who carries a bag the size of a fucking shoebox? 
Nobody, that's who. I made my bags fit though. I crumpled the corners 
of the bags and pressed and shoved them in there. I was sure my pens 
and business cards were ruined but I didn't care. I got my bags in those 
small fucking compartments. Watching the other passengers struggle 
with their bags brought a smile to my face. At least I got mine in there. I 
could sit and relax and write Janet a poem, watching the other sad 
bastards struggle with their bags, too concerned with the contents of 
their luggage to shove them in the small compartments like they should. 
I didn't care about my stuff, it could be ruined to hell for all I cared. I 
really didn't care. I got my trusty pen and paper and shoved my 
backpack under my seat. I was done holding onto it like my life 
depended on it. I was on the plane now and there was nothing more I 
could do about it. Fear of flying be damned! 

I had my pen and paper ready because great writers are always 
prepared to write down their thoughts, no matter where they are or 
where they are going. It's true. A great writer has to be ready to write 
ideas at the drop of a fucking hat. An idea could come at any minute, 
like an idea for my next novel or something. I had to be ready. But to 
tell you the truth, not many great ideas would just pop in my head from 
nowhere. I usually get bits and pieces of ideas first before I get the 
whole great idea. I'm pretty prepared for it by the time it comes. I had 
bits and pieces come through today so I knew it was coming. So I 
decided to keep my pen and paper on my lap, ready for that moment. 

The flight attendant came by and tried to help the other sad 
bastards who couldn't get their bags in their overhead compartments. 
She'd smile at them while she helped, even though I was pretty sure she 
thought they were all fucking idiots except for me, of course. I could 
deal with my luggage on my own. I tried to get her attention because I 
needed a glass of water so I could take this relaxation pill. I wanted 
nothing more than to relax and enjoy this flight. This would probably be 
the only down-time I would have for the next couple of weeks. I thought 
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maybe the secret bar hand signal would work. But it didn't. I was waving 
my finger around like a fucking idiot. I probably looked like I had 
Tourette Syndrome and that's why she ignored me. Nothing I did got 
her attention. So I just decided to speak up. 

"Miss? Can you bring me a glass of water? I have some medication I 
must take before the plane takes off and it's imperative that I do so." I 
couldn't believe I said the word imperative. I'm such a blabbing idiot. 
That's not a word you say, that's a word you write down. I must have 
been in my writer's frame of mind, for Janet's poem, of course. 

"Sure. Give me a moment, please. I'm helping the other 
passengers," she replied with a sugary yet robotic response. The airline 
company must have trained her to talk that way, kind of nice, kind of 
business-like, kind of ambiguous. It wasn't very appealing. She was kind 
of sexy in a Barbie doll kind of way but her voice ruined it for me. She 
was really beautiful but that voice, that voice made her ugly to me. Has 
that ever happened to you? Have you ever seen someone who was 
empirically attractive but there was something about them that made 
them ugly to you? That's how she was, empirically pretty but ugly. 

No matter, she returned shortly with a paper cup of water. She 
flashed me a fake, sugary smile when she gave it to me. 

"Thank you, miss," I said, giving her a fake smile in return. But she 
couldn't tell it was fake. I can make pretty good fake smiles.  

She started staring at me instead of walking away to help the other 
sad bastards with their carry-on bags. She tilted her head and got a good 
look too. She was staring up a storm and I didn't know what to say. 
When a woman stares at you, it's not like when a man stares at you. 
With a man, you can stare back with a what-the-fuck-you-looking-at 
kind of stare. You can't do that with a woman; it's not polite. Besides, if 
she wasn't so ugly to me, I might have been turned on a bit. It's kind of 
nice when a woman stares at you, at least when an attractive one does. 
It's true. 

"I recognize your face from somewhere. Should I know who you 
are?" she asked. I was completely flabbergasted. She absolutely floored 
me. All of a sudden, she wasn't so ugly anymore. 

"Yes, you should. My novel, THE RISE AND FALL OF A TITAN, will 
be in book stores in a few weeks. You must have seen my preview in 
Time Magazine." 

"No, I don't think that's it. I'm not much of a reader. What was your 
name again?" Damn, the name business again. I was getting kind of tired 
of saying it. 

"Simon Burchwood. My name is Simon Burchwood," I said. I was 
going to give her a business card but I decided to save it. I can't just 
hand them out to anyone. 

"I'll think of it, where I saw your face that is. I'll let you know when 
I think of it." 

"Please do that, miss." 
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She returned to the sad bastards as I popped the pill in my mouth 
and drained it down my throat with one large gulp of water. I reclined 
my seat and enjoyed the luxury and space of the first-class seating. 

I closed my eyes and my mind drifted toward the future. I imagined 
the small auditorium above the Barnes & Noble flagship store in New 
York where I was going to read chapters from my new book. I imagined 
the adoring crowd of three hundred or so fans, maybe four hundred, 
listening intently to my every word. The cheers and applause they will 
give after I finish reading the samples from my new novel; the very book 
they surely will have read before I arrive. They will laugh in the right 
places, sigh at the poignant social commentary, and applaud at the 
satisfying conclusions. I will sign hundreds of autographs and shake 
hundreds of hands. I will surely be followed by dozens of fans after the 
reading to the bar across the street. They will buy me drinks and give 
kind words of support. They will ask about the next book, the one that 
is already stirring restlessly in my mind. They will ask what inspires me 
to write, where I find that inspiration, what makes me do it every day. 
They will ask me about Edward Norton, the movie star, and wonder how 
we ever became friends. They will place me on that pedestal that I 
cherish, the one that has been elusive for so long. Soon, I hope, my 
name will be in the headlines of every newspaper across the country. I 
don't know how that will happen but I can only hope. You have to have 
dreams to really live, you know. If you don't have any dreams, you 
might as well be dead. You might as well be a dead, sad, no-dreaming 
bastard. 

This little fantasy made me really happy, for once. It was the one 
bright, shining moment of the day. But it wouldn't last long. My flight 
companion made his presence known as soon as he sat down. He 
started barking at the flight attendant, all rude and boisterous. He 
sounded like a real jerk. 

"Hey sweet cheeks, get me a beer, will ya?" he commanded. And to 
my surprise, off she went, fast as hell too. She was ready to serve him. 

I looked over to discover a punk rock kid, no older than twenty or 
twenty one, pierced in every orifice, tattooed all over his goddamn 
body, clad in black leather and denim, sitting in the seat next to me. He 
smelled of beer and cigarettes and arrogance and Aquanet and youth. 
His hair looked like it had been styled with a box of firecrackers. It was 
sticking up all over the goddamn place. He looked like a fucking 
peacock except with the tail on his head. Actually, he looked like a 
goddamn idiot. Once he saw me staring at him, he extended his hand to 
me like he wanted me to shake it. I knew if we greeted each other that 
he probably wouldn't leave me alone for the rest of the flight. I just 
wanted to relax, you know, not talk to some punk kid who looked like 
an exploding peacock ass-head. But he was so goddamn nice to me. He 
really wanted to meet me. It's true. 
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"Grant's the name. Rockstar's my game. Nice to meet you. Are you 
a computer programmer?" 

"What's that?" I asked. He talked all fast and slurry like he was on 
speed or something. He must have been on drugs. You'd have to be on 
drugs to look like that, to be in the company of normal people looking 
like that. If my dad saw me dressed like that, he would have kicked my 
ass (no exaggeration there). He would have put his foot right in my ass. 
Literally. I had a hard time understanding him so I asked again. "Say 
that again?" 

"You look like a computer programmer, with the Izod shirt and 
pressed khaki pants and the smelly Polo cologne. I'm from Austin and 
there are two kinds of people from Austin, weirdos like me and 
computer geeks like you." 

"I'm from Austin too but I'm not a computer programmer. I'm a 
writer." I thought that would impress him. Man, was I wrong. 

"Wow, even worse. I've never met a writer before. I always imagined 
writers to wear argyle sweaters and smoke honey tobacco in large wood 
pipes and smell like mothballs. You don't seem to fit that bill. You don't 
smell like mothballs. You're very uptight though, I can tell." 

"For your information, I am not uptight. I was just relaxing for the 
trip. I will be reading from my new book at the Barnes & Noble flagship 
store in New York." 

"Big deal! I'm playing in front of ten thousand people in Atlanta 
tomorrow night." 

I knew the ante had been raised. We were getting ready to go 
fisticuffs over our cultural significance and I wasn't going to lose out to a 
punk rock kid with peacock hair. I was prepared to raise the ante as 
well. 

"Well, I have an essay about my new book in Time Magazine." 
"Well, I'm on the cover of The Rolling Stone!" Grant sing-songed 

like the chorus of the Dr. Hook song. He pulled a copy of the magazine 
from inside his coat and flaunted it like he just won the lottery or 
something. What a cocky bastard he was! And for sure, there he was, in 
vivid promotional colors, on the cover of Rolling Stone Magazine with 
his band The Assholes (how appropriate). The very magazine that 
promoted the genius of Hunter S. Thompson on its cover. The magazine 
that touched the pulse of American pop culture. 

"This is the death of my career!" Grant screamed. He dropped the 
magazine on the floor like it was a stinking, hot turd. "Rolling Stone 
sucks! Waitress! Where's my beer?!" 

The flight attendant arrived, beer and napkin in hand, with a big, 
bright smile on her face. It wasn't the fake, sugary smile she gave me 
earlier. It was a real, genuine smile. She knew who this asshole was and 
wanted to meet him. I was just some schmuck writer who was 
demanding water. 
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"I'm such a big fan," she gushed to the punk rock brat. "Can I have 
your autograph?" 

"You want me to sign your tits?" he asked. And he was very serious 
about his answer too. He didn't laugh or chuckle after he said it, as if he 
was being sly or coy. He said it straight-faced as if he was requested to 
do that on a daily basis by all of his fans. No one asked me to sign their 
tits, not even my wife. Something would definitely have to be done 
about that, something very soon. 

"No, I don't think my husband would like that. But you can sign this 
paper for me." She leaned over Grant and grabbed my pad of paper 
straight off my lap, without even asking. What the hell was that all 
about?! Doesn't she know that you never grab a writer's pad of paper 
without asking? What if I had an idea to write down at that very 
moment? She then extended her hand for my pen as well. And what 
was I to do? I just gave it to her. It's not like I had any paper to write on 
anyway. I was really beginning to hate Grant. He was getting on my 
goddamn nerves. She was gushing all over him too. It was pretty fucking 
pathetic. "Sign it to Susan. That's me," she whispered to Grant, her 
cleavage flashing from the top of her blouse like a goddamn neon sign or 
something. He couldn't keep his eyes off her breasts. They were the size 
of basketballs. 

Grant scribbled on my pad of paper: I'll fuck your brains out. Call 
my cell 512-555-5309... your idol - Grant, singer of the infamous 
Assholes! 

The flight attendant giggled after reading the note. She was so 
excited about it, she practically exploded. Her head turned all red and 
puffy with excitement. It was like he just gave her the secret to the 
fucking universe or something. She tore the piece of paper off and threw 
the pad and pen on my lap, just tossed it there like I wouldn't mind. I 
was beginning to fume inside. I really wanted to punch the both of them 
out, hit them both square in their noses. I stuck my tainted pen and 
paper in my backpack and picked up the copy of Rolling Stone. I 
examined the cover, the perfect photograph of Grant and his band, the 
bright typeface, the unusual but appealing layout, the eye-catching 
headline: Would you buy a CD from an Asshole? You betcha! Grant 
kept smiling like a goddamn bastard. I really did want to punch him in 
the face. It would have made me feel so much better. 

"You think this is cool, huh?" Grant asked, jabbing at the magazine 
in my hand. I slowly pulled the magazine out of reach of his sarcastic 
finger. Grant continued blabbing. He was pretty good at blabbing, I 
could tell. "This is shit! It's just like Kurt Cobain said when they 
interviewed him, Corporate magazines suck!" 

I was completely flabbergasted, almost at a loss for words. Well 
almost. He had stumbled upon one of the greatest marketing tools of 
pop culture and he wanted to wipe his ass with it. I was astounded. I 
really was. 
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"This is like finding the Holy Grail. This is like landing on the 
moon. You've made it. The world knows you've made it. Millions of 
people would do anything to be in your position right now, including 
me. You're famous. And there is nothing more important to the career 
of an artist than being famous. You are known. You are somebody." 

"And you're getting on my nerves. All I care about are two things, 
getting laid and getting drunk. That's it! To a punk rocker, this is death. 
I've lost all my credibility back home. My core fans think I've sold out. I 
didn't ask for this. We didn't seek it out. It found us. And I wish it would 
just go away!" 

Holy shit! This kid was lost, completely lost. And a fucking idiot 
too. He had absolutely no idea how good he had it. He really didn't. 

"No, no, you don't. You've made it. This guarantees that you will be 
paid to be creative, that you won't have to struggle, that you won't have 
to sacrifice your art by having to work a real job," I said. But I knew he 
wasn't listening to me, which was obvious. 

"I think we're just going to ride this short wave and burn out. We'll 
get laid, get drunk, finish the tour, then go back to Austin and 
disappear. That's what we want. We don't want all of this bullshit. It's 
not real. It means nothing." 

"You're crazy," I told him before turning to the window. He was 
making my stomach hurt, what, with all his talking and nonsense and 
bad hair and beer breath. I watched the other planes on the runway 
lineup to take off. "You're absolutely insane. I waited over ten years to 
get where you've gotten in, what, a few months?" 

The pilot announced that all the sad bastards needed to fasten their 
seatbelts as the plane crept backwards toward the runway. I rechecked 
my belt, giving it a small tug to make sure it was fastened really good. 
One thing I knew for sure, no matter what, if this plane did go down in a 
fiery ball, at least my seatbelt would be securely fastened. That's the one 
thing I did have control over. I knew where the exits were too. I knew 
no one actually read those little cardboard manuals about getting off a 
wrecked plane and breathing through those goddamn oxygen masks if 
they popped down but I did. I had them memorized. Everyone else just 
pulled out the puke bag and laughed because it was a puke bag. Who 
cares about a fucking puke bag? If I had to hurl, I'd do it right on the 
floor (with no cares about it too). 

I looked over to see if Grant had fastened his seatbelt but he didn't 
even have the goddamn thing secured. What a crazy, sad bastard he 
was. As the plane started to rev its engines, Grant raised his knees to his 
chest, placing his hands on his feet, rocking in his seat like a stupid 
chimpanzee. I tried to ignore him but he kept rocking back and forth, 
hitting my elbow with his tattooed elbow. I closed my eyes and wished 
he'd disappear but it didn't help. He was still there, rocking back and 
forth like a crazy bastard. For a moment, I wished that the staring 
cabbie or nice Janet or the crazy bartender were sitting next to me, 
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anyone besides this punk kid and his arrogant smell. He was driving me 
up the wall. 

"You want to see crazy?" Grant asked, rocking back and forth like a 
sad bastard chimpanzee. 

As the plane picked up speed to take flight, a blunt pain from the 
pit of my stomach startled me. I placed my hand over my gut and felt it 
grumble. It was pretty strange for my stomach to be upset. Usually, it 
was as strong as a goddamn battleship. But it was pretty pissed off at me 
at that moment. The pain quickly grew in magnitude as the plane shot 
down the runway. 

"You want to be a rockstar like me?" Grant screamed. He was 
screaming all over the goddamn place like a madman. All of a sudden, 
the scary bartender didn't seem so scary anymore. "You want to be on 
the cover of The Rolling Stone?!" 

And in an instant, my head felt as if it had swollen to twice its size 
and a case of beer had been flushed into my veins. I dropped my heavy 
head to my knees and covered it with both of my arms. I felt drunk as a 
skunk and all I could think about was that pill the scary bartender gave 
me. It didn't relax me. It was doing the exact opposite. It was scaring 
the shit out of me. I knew, right then and there, that I should have given 
him a better tip. I knew that for sure. 

The plane accelerated at full speed down the runway, no way of 
stopping it, like a rocket, tipping its nose toward the sky. Grant jumped 
to his feet, flailing his arms like a stupid, crazy chimpanzee. 

"You want to be a rockstar, you have to act like a rockstar!" he 
screamed, grabbing the back of the seat of the passenger in front of him. 
He violently shook the headrest as he barked over and over, "We're 
going to die! We're going to die!" 

The other passengers screamed as the plane ascended toward the 
clouds. Grant laughed at their sudden distress. He laughed like the 
fucking madman he was with his peacock hair and his leather pants and 
his tattoos and his goddamn arrogance. For a quick moment, I thought 
about how I'd always wanted a tattoo but never had the guts to go 
through with it. I could hear the flight attendant and her big tits 
screaming too. She was screaming for her life. I wondered if she had any 
tattoos hidden on her body as the pressure change from the plane's 
ascension enhanced the already swollen state of my consciousness. And 
all I could eventually think about and see was the darkness. My vision 
faded and it became cold and dark and quiet and still. It became as dark 
and still and cold as a winter night in the Texas Hill Country. 
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6. 
 
Before I even begin to continue, I must inform you that this is a 

dream sequence. Now, I know a lot of authors use various techniques to 
communicate a dream sequence without actually telling you it is a 
dream sequence. But I think that's complete shit. Really, it is. For 
instance, an author may use italics and start writing like this. And it 
would have to take a fucking genius to realize that something was 
different about the story, right? Or they may start writing in a different 
tense, so Simon would have to relay how he feels in the third person 
instead of actually speaking for himself, which is complete crap too. I'm 
not going to try to fool you with a bunch of bullshit; we've come too far 
for that. I know you are much smarter than that. It's true. So I'm just 
going to come out and say it. This is a dream sequence! And it will 
remain a dream sequence until I tell you otherwise. OK? All right. 

Now, I don't remember much around the time I blacked out except 
that Grant was screaming like a complete idiot. I mean, what was he 
thinking? I'm sure the other passengers thought he was some kind of 
terrorist or something and pulled a Todd Beamer and kicked the shit 
out of him. If that happened then Grant deserved it, what, with his 
arrogant attitude and his goddamn tattoos all over his arms and neck 
and his crazy jumping and screaming. He really did deserve it. 

Anyway, I started to dream about the job I had before I got my 
publishing deal. I don't know about you but when I dream, I'm 
completely aware of the fact that I'm dreaming. I know some people say 
they don't remember their dreams much and shit like that. But I do. Not 
only do I remember them but I'm aware that I'm dreaming when I am 
dreaming. Pretty crazy, huh? It's true. And when I said earlier that you 
had to dream to be alive, I didn't mean this kind of dream, the sleeping-
kind. When I said that, I meant dreaming about your future. You know, 
having a plan for yourself - a dream. These other kinds of dreams, the 
ones in your sleep, well, everybody has those. And if someone tells you 
they don't dream in their sleep, they're full of shit. And you tell them 
they are full of shit. Most people are anyway. 

OK, so I started dreaming about the place I used to work at. It was a 
company called TechForce. They designed probes and processors and 
all kinds of technology nonsense. I was one of their network-
administrator-slaves. I supported the local area network and would help 
the other idiots that called themselves employees. It drove me 
absolutely crazy, especially since all I wanted to do was write for a 
living. But I had to support the wife and the kids and writing wasn't 
putting food on the table at that time. The TechForce job was my bread 
and butter. 
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One of the duties I had was to read over these performance reports 
that the network servers would cough up. They were these huge fucking 
reports that seemed like a thousand pages long that went into 
bandwidth usage and packet collisions and all sorts of technological shit 
that I didn't give a goddamn flip about. But my boss made me read 
through them and look for (what did he call them?) anomalies. I didn't 
actually care about anomalies. If I could connect to the network, then 
as far as I was concerned it worked. Who cared about this other crap? 
Nobody, that's who. 

So the dream started with these goddamn reports. Except instead of 
having to read one of them, I was getting hundreds of them delivered to 
me, all of them a thousand fucking pages long and big as a phone book. 
It was driving me mad and they kept coming. I could barely start 
reading one before another goddamn report showed up. I'd place them 
on my desk, trying to be neat and orderly about it, but they kept 
coming. This office clerk brought them to me. In the dream, I really 
hated this guy. I wanted to kick him in the nuts for piling all of those 
goddamn reports on my desk. 

"Where do you want these new reports, Simon?" he'd ask me. He 
had a squeaky little voice, kind of like a mouse squeak. He had a small, 
button nose and long, skinny teeth. He looked like a rat without fur 
wearing a short-sleeved oxford with a sock tie. I hated that rat clerk.  

I looked around my desk for some free space for the new report but 
there wasn't any free space. I mean, with all the reports he kept 
bringing me, I ran out of goddamn room on my desk. It was completely 
full of these bullshit reports. The only room left was where my radio and 
coffee cup were and I wasn't going to give up that valuable real estate. 
That just wouldn't do. The only free space was on the floor. 

"Set them down here," I told him, pointing to the floor. 
"Here?" he asked. 
"That's fine." 
The rat clerk set the report on the floor and was gone as quick as he 

arrived. He was a quick little rat bastard. 
All I could think about was that my boss was trying to kill me, what, 

with all of these goddamn reports piling up all over the goddamn place 
and the anomalies and the packet collisions and all the shit I didn't care 
about. I mean, how did they expect me to finish reading one when 
another would show up before I could finish? I kept thinking that they 
didn't pay me enough to kill me like that. I really didn't have a very 
good salary. In fact, it was complete crap. I could barely feed and clothe 
my kids. And how did they expect me to give money to my wife so she 
could buy me all the preppy, department store bullshit that she was 
obsessed with? It was a constant struggle with my salary. It's true. 

I was shuffling through the reports like a madman, trying to finish 
one before another would arrive. But they kept coming and coming. It 
was driving me completely fucking bonkers. As I shuffled through the 
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papers, I sliced the tips of my fingers. You know, I was getting those tiny 
yet extremely painful paper cuts there on the tips of my fingers. The 
pain became almost more than I could bear. But I continued on because 
of my kids. Their little brown eyes watched me from a picture taped to 
my computer monitor. One of the perks about the job (besides the fact 
that they were trying to kill me) was the insurance benefits. There was a 
time when I didn't have insurance for my family and my Sammie got a 
fever and almost died. It was horrible. Sammie (if you didn't know) is 
my son. He's four now and he's a little genius. He really is. He's already 
reading books and helping me with balancing my checkbook. It's true. I 
also have a daughter. Her name is Jessica but we call her Jessie. She'll 
be two soon. She's a genius too but in an artistic kind of way. You can 
show her a painting by a master like Monet and give her a pile of 
crayons and a piece of paper and she'll copy it exactly like she sees it. 
It's really amazing. Both of my kids are geniuses. My wife and I are 
really lucky. But anyway, the job I had before this one didn't offer 
insurance so when Sammie got sick, I was in a real financial bind, not 
having insurance and all. So I was grateful for that, the insurance that 
is, not the bind. 

So I was shuffling through the reports, getting paper cuts and trying 
to stay alive, when someone tapped my shoulder and interrupted me. It 
was my fucking boss, Mr. Folsom. God, I hated that man more than 
anything in the goddamn world. I really did. He was the one that made 
me read these stupid reports. I hated him for that, especially since they 
kept coming and coming. But you know what I hated about him the 
most? He had this lazy eye, this really loose, twitchy, lazy eye. As he 
thought of hellish things to say and do to me, his eye twitched 
independently from the rest of his face, bulging and turning toward the 
God that had maimed him. When his goddamn eye would start to twitch 
all over the place, I couldn't look at him. Just the thought of his 
twitching eye turned my stomach. 

"Simon, it has been brought to my attention that you are lagging 
behind in your work," he said to me, with gobs of spittle raining down 
on my desk. And his eye, that twitchy thing, spinning all over the 
goddamn place. It drove me crazy. "Your efficient co-workers seem to 
complete twice as much work as you do, with little complaint." 

I couldn't look him in the face because of that twitchy eye of his. I 
had to look at the floor when I spoke to him. "Mr. Folsom, I'm working 
as fast as I can. But I truly believe that if you assigned me duties that 
utilized my mind..." 

"Simon, we do not pay you to think. We pay you to complete your 
work," he proclaimed, stepping back and forth like a demented drill 
sergeant, spitting showers of pungent saliva. His spit smelled like coffee 
and halitosis and decay and donuts and death. It made me sick to my 
stomach. "If you cannot complete your work, then you have no place 
here at TechForce." 
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A stack of papers appeared in his goddamn hands and he set them 
on the floor next to the other stack. He didn't even ask me if he could 
set them down. He just did. He was such a jerk that way, always doing 
stuff without asking me first. 

"As you may well know, there have been rumors that TechForce 
may be reducing its workforce in the near future. Well, unfortunately, 
that rumor has turned out to be true. And I have been asked by upper 
management to recommend employees that I deem appropriate to let 
go..." 

"Mr. Folsom, I..." 
"Did I give you permission to speak?" he asked, his bulging eye 

peering at me. 
"No, sir." 
The rat clerk appeared with another stack of papers and handed 

them to Mr. Folsom. He thanked the rat clerk and set them on the floor 
next to the other two stacks without asking me. The clerk vanished with 
a POOF. There was actually a little cloud that poofed when he 
disappeared, like in the cartoons. Mr. Folsom placed his hands on his 
hips as his demented mind churned. His lazy eye bulged and turned red, 
spinning inward as if looking straight into his goddamn brain. 

"If you do not show visible signs of improvement today, I will find it 
necessary to recommend that you be let go with future workforce 
reductions." 

I sat there silently. I didn't know what to say. And it wasn't like I 
could look him in the face or anything, not with that goddamn eye 
spinning all around and driving me insane and his stinking spit flying all 
over my desk. He was really driving me crazy. Plus, I was thinking about 
Jessie and Sammie and how they needed insurance. I love my kids, you 
know. 

"Feel fortunate that I haven't let you go sooner," he said, rubbing his 
lazy eye with his index finger. A small droplet of blood trickled from the 
corner of his eye as he rubbed it, falling like a crimson tear. I didn't 
know at first that it was coming from his eye since I was staring at the 
floor like a goddamn little girl. But once I saw it hit the floor, I had to 
look up. I mean, wouldn't you look up if you saw a drop of blood hit the 
floor? That's some strange shit, you know? So I finally looked at him 
and the blood was shooting from his eye like it was a goddamn geyser. 
"And let that be a lesson to you." 

"Yes, sir," I replied. The blood geyser mesmerized me. It was 
spraying all over. I examined my own eyes, making sure they weren't 
shooting blood all over the goddamn place too. They weren't. They were 
normal (of course). I closed them and rubbed them a final time, just to 
make sure they were really OK. And when I opened them again, Mr. 
Folsom was gone. But he left behind two more reports on the floor. He 
couldn't just leave me with what I already had, the bastard. He had to 
leave two more. I really hated him. It's true. 
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The rat clerk appeared again with a new stack of papers as well. I 
hated him too. I hated them both. I was wishing they would go fuck 
each other. 

"Where do you want them?" he asked. I didn't know what to say. I 
was speechless, what, with the blood everywhere and the stinking spit 
and the rat clerk and the reports piled from here to fucking eternity. I 
really felt like I was going mad.  

The rat clerk repeated, over and over, "Simon, are you OK? Simon? 
Simon? Are you all right? Can you hear me?" 

And I kept thinking to myself, of course I can hear you. I'm sitting 
right in front of you, aren't I, you rat bastard? 
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7. 
 
"Simon, are you OK? Simon? Simon? Are you all right? Can you 

hear me?" 
I slowly opened my eyes. I couldn't believe it but I was looking up 

at the goddamn ceiling. I didn't know where I was but I definitely wasn't 
on the plane anymore. I didn't hear Grant screaming like an idiot. I 
didn't hear the passengers screaming. I didn't hear the flight attendant 
with the big tits screaming. All I could hear was this voice. It was 
familiar as hell but I felt groggy and woozy. For some reason, I didn't 
care to find out who it was. All I knew was that my head hurt. It felt like 
I had been slugged with a sledgehammer. And the ceiling was really 
filthy. I mean, the panels were really dingy and dusty and gray. 
Someone should have gotten up there to clean that shit. 

"Where am I? Did the plane crash?" I asked. Sometimes, I can act 
really stupid, you know? This time was no exception. 

"Nope. The plane landed safe and sound," the voice replied. 
"Am I dead? Is this heaven?" I didn't know if I was dreaming 

anymore or not. I was a real mess. It's true 
"I sure hope not. Being trapped in an airport for eternity seems 

more like hell than heaven to me." 
I found the strength to turn my head to see who was talking to me. 

A chubby and kind face, familiar yet not too familiar, stared right back 
at me. Just what I needed, someone else staring at me. I examined the 
face for a bit, the lines, the contours, and knew I had seen that face 
before. It was right on the tip of my tongue, you know. But I also had 
this sledgehammer headache. It was effecting my mental abilities. 

"I know I haven't changed that much since we were kids. Just a few 
life-reaffirming weight shifts and a bit of hair loss from stress," he said. 

"Jason?" I asked. I felted relieved. For a second, I really did think 
that I was in heaven. What a bummer that would have been, especially 
since I hadn't seen the fruits of my labor yet. You know, my book and 
publishing deal and all. I was glad to see his face. "For a minute, I 
thought I was done for." 

There was another man there with him but I didn't know who he 
was. He didn't look familiar. Jason told him something like it was OK 
now and that he'd take care of it. The guy left really fast like he had 
been kept there against his will for an extremely long time. I hate 
impatient people, especially when you really need help from them. 
They're a real pain in the ass. It's true. 

"When I saw the police rush onto the tarmac, I feared the worst. 
You know, terrorists and all." 

"Grant, you insane bastard," I whispered to myself. 
"What was that?" Jason asked. 
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"Oh, nothing." 
"Anyway, they must have looked through your wallet and gotten 

your name because when they were carrying you off the plane, they saw 
my sign with your name on it. They carried you right to me. For a split 
second, I thought you were dead." 

"Carrying me?" I asked. 
"They said some kid went insane, screaming or something, and the 

flight attendants had to subdue him. They wanted to lock him in the 
restroom but the door was locked. That's where they found you, locked 
inside and passed right out on the floor. You must have blacked out or 
something." 

"I don't remember," I said. I attempted to sit up. The sledgehammer 
ache swelled inside my head. I dropped my aching head in my hands. 
"The last thing I remember was the singer signing an autograph and this 
crazy dream about my boss ..." 

"I guess this is what famous writers do, huh? Get drunk and pass 
out on airplanes, like famous actors and all." 

"I wasn't drunk. I took a pill that this bartender gave me." 
"Popping pills? Even better," Jason said, helping me to my feet. 

"Come on, let's get out of here. They wanted a doctor to look at you but 
I told them I'd take care of you. I had to sign a waiver and all so I 
wouldn't sue them if something was wrong with you." 

I stood on my wobbly legs and patted myself down, checking 
personal inventory, you know. I had my wallet - check. I had my watch 
- check. My nuts were still hanging - check. I looked around for my 
carry-on bags and backpack and I didn't see them. For a quick moment, 
I felt an insane amount of panic. My chest felt like it was going to 
collapse and my heart started to race out of control. I was having a 
goddamn anxiety attack. 

"Jason, where's my backpack?!" I asked, frustrated and worried. 
"My manuscript is in there! I can't lose it! It's my everything!" 

"Calm down, Simon. It's right over here." 
Jason led me over to the outer row of chairs that delineated the 

waiting area from the main walkway of the airport terminal. My carry-
on bags were there in a small pile, obviously thrown there carelessly by 
someone who did not realize who I was. I shuffled through my bags to 
find my backpack, which I quickly slipped on over my shoulders, secure 
and safe. I would have gone ballistic if something had happened to my 
backpack. I don't know exactly what I would have done but it would 
have been pretty fucking crazy. It's true. Jason leaned down for my 
other bags. 

"Don't worry, I'll get these. But please tell me you're not epileptic or 
something. I mean, this isn't going to happen again, the passing out and 
all. You'll freak my kids out if they find you in the bathroom passed out 
or something." 

"No, Jason. I'll be OK. I promise." 
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"All right. Then let's go get the rest of your luggage." 
We left the waiting area and walked down the terminal hallway 

toward the luggage pick-up. We walked side by side, quietly and 
awkwardly, recovering from a bizarre introduction after several years 
apart. It was strange seeing Jason again. I mean, we kept in touch and 
all but I hadn't actually seen him in a very long time. My mental image 
of him was stuck in the early part of my teenage years. That was a long, 
long time ago. Like I said, he looked familiar to me when I first saw him. 
But at the same time, he didn't. It's kind of hard to describe. 

As we walked toward the luggage pickup area, I noticed stares from 
passersby, some I recognized from the flight. Their judging eyes tried to 
burn through me, tried to look in me, to see what I was all about. When 
my eyes met theirs, they would look away. I recognized this one guy 
from the plane. He sat across the aisle from where Grant and I were 
sitting. He watched us the entire time Grant and I were talking. I 
noticed him staring at us. I didn't mention anything about it at the time 
because it wasn't a big deal. But now that I think about it, he was staring 
his ass off. Don't people's mothers teach them that staring is impolite? I 
mean, for Christ's sakes, what are you looking at, you fat bastard? 
What?! Jason noticed the stares I was getting from everybody. 

"It must be strange for you, the attention and all. It must be hard 
being a famous writer. I guess people recognize you, even in 
Montgomery, Alabama, the illiteracy capital of the United States." 

"Surely, they do. It's the price you have to pay and I was willing 
before this all began and I'm willing now. Generally, my fans are pretty 
polite and discreet." I didn't want to mention that I recognized the 
staring fat bastard from the flight. It was irrelevant. 

"Have you ever had a fan bother you? You know, stalker-like?" he 
asked. 

"Once, at a writers' convention, a fan followed me in the bathroom 
and asked for my autograph while I was in the stall. You know, while I 
was going to the bathroom. He handed me the piece of paper and pen 
under the door while I was sitting down on the toilet." 

"While you were taking a shit? I don't believe it." He was floored. I 
mean, he really didn't believe it. He had this look on his face like that 
was the most appalling thing that he'd ever heard. 

"Yes, it's true. But that was a rare case." 
We arrived at the luggage pick-up as the carousel began to spin. The 

luggage excreted from the hole in the wall, spilling down the inclined 
conveyor belt like limp garbage. The other passengers treated the 
strange luggage like it was garbage until they spotted their own goddamn 
suitcase or bag. Then the luggage became the valued thing that it really 
was, containing their conveniences and possessions and trinkets and 
reminders of home. I looked out for my own suitcase, ignoring the blue 
vinyl one, then the green cloth one and the black leather one. My 
suitcase eventually made its way out the hole, sliding down the metal 
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conveyor, slamming into the retainer near my knees. I picked up the 
dingy, old suitcase and set it on the ground. Jason stared at my old bag. 
He really gave it good look. It was this nasty shade of milk-of-magnesia 
blue. I was kind of embarrassed to lug it around. I mean, I should buy 
some new bags after I get my check from the publisher. There's really 
no need for me to be lugging around a shitty, milk-of-magnesia blue 
suitcase, right? But Jason kept staring at it like he wanted it or 
something. After I buy some new ones, maybe I'll just give it to him. 
Jason was always a cheap bastard. His whole family were cheap 
bastards. 

"Simon, this may sound a little ridiculous but that kind of looks like 
the bag you had when you moved away from Montgomery. I remember 
it like it was yesterday." 

"Could be. I don't remember." I really didn't remember. My memory 
wasn't too good, what, with having a sledgehammer headache and all. 
Plus, that was a long time ago. It's true. 

"Oh, I do. I remember going over to your house to help you pack 
your things for the move and help your family load the moving truck. I 
remember everyone in your whole family had one of these bags, like it 
was from a set or something. But I remember that they all looked old 
even back then, that the color looked old fashioned and all." 

I picked the suitcase up. It was heavy as hell. It didn't have one of 
those handles. You know, one of those suitcase leashes (is it a leash?) so 
you could drag it around like it was some kind of disobedient dog. The 
suitcase was old as dirt, I think. 

"Could be," I said. "Which way to your car?" 
"Over here. Anyway, I'm pretty sure of it. You know, you should get 

a new bag, one with wheels and all, that you can pull around like a dog 
on a leash," he said. What was I just talking about? Jason and I were 
always on the same wavelength when we were kids. We thought exactly 
alike. It was nice to know that some things don't change. "I always get a 
kick out of seeing people pulling their luggage around. You know, like 
they're walking their dogs or something. You should get one of those 
bags and travel in style since you're a famous writer and all." 

"This one does me just fine," I told him. I didn't want him thinking I 
would get a new suitcase and give him this one. He really kept staring at 
it. I bet he liked it or something. I followed him out the exit to the 
parking garage. "This one does the job." 

"I remember the day you moved away. I remember it like it was 
yesterday. It was one of those defining moments for me. I was really sad 
that you left. My feelings really were hurt that your father had to get a 
new job in Texas. I resented him for a long time about that. But I got 
over it." 

Man, he was really making me feel like shit and I had only been in 
Montgomery for a few minutes. Jason could blab too, just like me. He 
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could talk your fucking head off if you let him. Sometimes, he needed a 
good slap so he would just shut up.  

We took the elevator to the second floor in the garage. When the 
door opened, there was his car: a beat-up, shit-brown Chevy Chevette. 
It stuck out from the rest of the cars like a big turd served on fine china. 
Really, it was ugly as hell, a real piece of crap. Jason popped the trunk 
and loaded my carry-on bags and then my suitcase. He motioned for me 
to hand over my backpack. But I wasn't going to put it back there. 

"I'll keep this one with me," I told him. 
"OK." 
Suddenly, my backpack started beeping all over the place. It kind of 

sounded like a bomb getting ready to go off. Wouldn't that have been 
killer? The garage exploding and all from a bomb in my backpack? 
Actually, that was a stupid thought, real childish and shit. Jason was 
curious about the beeping though. 

"Sounds like your pager's going off in your bag." 
"Oh, yes." He was right. He was a real fucking genius. It was my 

pager and not a bomb. "That's probably my accountant. We had an 
argument earlier about the per diem they gave me. I thought it was too 
low. He thought it was too high. We never came to an understanding. He 
probably wants me to call him back. I'll call him from your house." 

"Sounds good to me," Jason said. 
He unlocked both doors to his car and we got in. As he cranked the 

ignition, the car howled and screamed, like it wanted to keel over and 
just die already. It launched a cloud of black smoke from the tailpipe 
with a ferocious bang. Jason chuckled to hide his embarrassment. 

"My Porsche is in the shop," he said, joking his ass off, of course. 
"I understand." I didn't care but I grabbed the oh-shit handle above 

the passenger window and held on tight. I had a feeling he was a shitty 
driver and I was going to find out in the worst way. "Is this the car your 
mother used to drive us around in?" 

"The very same one. Only it's in better shape now." 
Jason pulled out of the garage, followed by the black exhaust cloud, 

and headed for the highway. He drove like a bat out of hell. 
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8. 
 
The pine trees surrounding the old neighborhood were taller and 

more majestic than I even remembered them to be. I rolled the window 
down and let the fresh Alabama air rush in the car. The air smelled 
noticeably different than the Texas air, mainly because of the pine 
trees. But also, for some reason, my allergies didn't exist here like they 
did in Austin. My clear nasal passages took in the air freely and deeply. 
My nostrils were so clear that I felt like a different person. It's true. I 
hated having allergies. They made me fucking miserable, what, with my 
nose running all over the place and the headaches and the coughing and 
sneezing. The headaches were the worst part. But I didn't have them 
here. And the sun was getting ready to set soon. It made for a 
mesmerizing ride in Jason's crap mobile. 

"It smells so good outside," I said. 
"Wait till we pass that old, swampy lake behind the neighborhood. 

You'll change your tune then. Still smells like a toilet back there." 
Jason downshifted the car into third and pulled into the turning 

lane for the entrance to our old neighborhood. Another black cloud rose 
from the back of the Chevette and the cars that were behind us honked 
and swerved. It was fucking hilarious. It really was. I thought Jason's car 
was about to kill itself, hari-kari style. It knocked and screamed as 
much as it possibly could. As the Chevette slowly approached the 
entrance, the neighborhood sign came into view, a small wood and brick 
job that appeared to have stood the test of time and the pranks from my 
childhood buddies. It was an unfortunate target of rotten eggs, stink 
bombs, spray paint, and toilet paper. There wasn't one weekend that 
that sign didn't have some kind of shit on it. The kids loved to muck it 
all up, don't ask me why. They just did. I was guilty too, of course. It's 
true. 

"And here we are... Country Down Estates," Jason said, cranking 
the steering wheel to the right and pulling into the neighborhood. The 
street stretched a ways up an incline, just like I remembered, before 
actually entering the community. It seemed to me that I remembered 
the street to be a lot longer than it actually was. As a kid, it seemed like 
it took forever to go up that street. But in reality, it really wasn't long at 
all. Jason's Chevette screamed up the hill, chugging and clunking as he 
downshifted to second gear. That car was really on its last leg. I thought 
the transmission was going to fall out, the way it grinded and clunked 
and all. 

"Come on, baby!" Jason screamed. "You can do it!" 
As he pushed the Chevette harder, memories from my childhood 

came rushing into my head. I remembered riding my bicycle on this 
street, my ultra cool Diamondback BMX bike. I saved months and 
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months worth of allowances and yard-cutting money to buy that bike. 
We'd pop wheelies off the curbs and make skid marks on the driveways 
of all the old men who hated skid marks on their driveways. Those old 
bastards, they just hated it when we came whizzing down the street. 
They'd run and get their water hoses and try to act like they were 
watering their yards. I think maybe they thought we'd leave them alone 
if they had the hoses but we'd zoom in and skid on their driveways 
anyway, just because they hated it. They'd scream and yell and squirt 
the skid marks so they wouldn't set on the hot cement. I always got a 
kick out of that. We left skid marks everywhere. 

We also passed Beth Myers' old house, the first girl I ever kissed. I 
took a good look at the house as we went by, remembering sitting in her 
backyard behind the tool shed. We were dared by our so-called friends 
to kiss each other and we lived up to their dare, clumsily kissing, our 
eyes closed and our little hands clinched. We were so scared to do it. 
The sloppy, wet kiss repulsed the two of us, yet it brought us closer 
together in a rare moment of maturity and adolescent clarity. I kept 
that moment in a special place within my heart; this was the first time 
that moment had surfaced in a really long time. I wondered what good 
ol' Beth was doing these days. 

"Isn't that Beth Myers' old house?" I asked, even though I already 
knew the answer. 

"Yep, sure is. She's still around here somewhere. I'm not quite sure 
where but I know she stayed in Montgomery and went to college and all. 
I'm sure you could find her if you tried." 

"I'm not sure I want to do that." 
"Remember when you guys sucked face in her backyard? You guys 

sure didn't kiss right, not like normal people anyway. That's for sure. 
You two looked like a couple of catfish attached at the face and all." 
Jason started laughing like a goddamn hyena. He had this laugh that was 
a combination of wheezing and coughing and snorting, except that he'd 
do all those things really fast like he was choking on a hunk of beef 
jerky. It was annoying and funny to hear at the same time. He hadn't 
changed one bit. "That dare sure brings a smile to my face whenever I 
drive by that house. I bet that was the inspiration for a lot of stories 
you've written, huh?" 

"Sure was. This old neighborhood has inspired countless poems and 
stories and even my new novel, in a way. I've sucked the marrow out of 
many memories and recollections and created some great literature." 

"Did you ever imagine back when you lived here that you would 
finally get out of Montgomery and become a famous writer and all?" 

"I always knew I would be a writer, even when I lived here." 
This part of Country Down Estates was like the more upscale part, 

housing some of the higher ranked officers from Gunter, the nearby Air 
Force base. The well-manicured lawns were as green and neat as I 
remembered. My father was a newly promoted major back then and my 
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family fit snuggly in the middle of the other majors and colonels' 
families and their near-identical houses. It was all a bunch of shit 
though. It all seemed nice and suburban and perfect but Montgomery 
was a really fucked up place. I mean, racism was still pretty rampant in 
this part of the country and Montgomery was no different. They tried to 
cover the racism with monkey grass and iced tea but it was still there, 
ugly as ever. But I'll get to that later. The part of the neighborhood 
where Jason lived was a few notches down the social ladder, houses that 
were a little older and a little bit rundown compared to the houses my 
family lived around. It was kind of like the middle class ghetto of the 
area. The strange thing about Jason's family though was that even 
though they lived in the rundown part of the neighborhood and their 
house was rundown and their cars were rundown, they had a lot of 
rundown things. I mean, they had four cars and a swimming pool and a 
lake house and a ski boat and they always seemed to have money. 
Everything they had just looked rundown. I never could figure it out. I 
never could figure out if they were just messy pigs or something like 
that. Maybe they just didn't care about all that class stuff. Who cares 
about that stuff anyway? 

Jason put the car in neutral then stopped. We sat in front of 
another house full of memories for us. 

"Remember that house?" he asked, pointing to the brown, one-story 
home. 

"That's Darren Reedy's old house, isn't it?" 
"Sure is," he said. He sighed and leaned back in his seat with his 

arms behind his head. He had this stupid look on his face, this content 
and happy look. I knew what he was thinking about. 

"Whatever happened to that sick little freak?" I asked. Darren was a 
sick little bastard. It's true. But he was our friend too. Everyone has one 
of those sick bastard friends in their childhood. Darren was our sick 
bastard friend. "Remember how he used to torture his pets?" 

"Darren's dead." 
He couldn't have been any more blunt or direct about it. What a 

shocker! He just blurted it out, like it was nothing, like it was old news. 
I didn't know what to say. In a way, it wasn't like it was really surprising 
or anything like that. Darren was a sick little bastard that did sick things 
to defenseless animals. But it was just so definite and blunt and direct, 
the way he said it. Jason was like that, though. He was direct as hell. He 
got that from his mother. She was direct as hell too. His whole family 
was direct as hell. It drove me crazy sometimes. 

"I just wanted to let you know in case you wanted to stop by or 
something. His mother is still quite upset about it and if you stopped by 
and asked her about him, she would probably break down. You know, 
cry and all. He died a kind of bizarre death." 

"What happened?" I asked. 
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"I'll tell you about it later. No need to put a damper on your visit so 
early in. You have plenty of time to hear about it. Remind me tonight 
and I'll tell you." 

Jason revved the Chevette into first gear and drove a few houses 
down. He stopped again and put the car in park. I was still in shock 
about Darren. I was too shocked to notice anything. 

"And here it is. Does it look exactly like you remember?" he asked. 
He climbed out and stood there on the curb by my side of the car. 

We were parked in front of my childhood home. Man, you want to talk 
about memories? This place was full of them. Still painted white and 
brown, it looked just like I remembered. Yet it was a little different too. 
The grass was shaggier and unkempt. The roof looked worn and in need 
of repair. One of the windows in the front was cracked. But I could 
picture myself playing in the front yard when I was kid, playing lawn 
darts or touch football. We'd play late into the evenings, well after dark. 
The house didn't seem as big as I remembered though. Isn't it funny 
how things are always not as big as you remember? 

"It looks pretty close to what I remember. Pretty close," I said. "Who 
lives there now?" 

"Nobody. It's vacant. It was up for sale but it didn't sell. I think the 
owners are going to do some work on it before trying to sell it again." 

"Interesting." 
"That's why it looks kind of crappy now. Not like when your dad 

was here. This lawn looked like a golf course putting green back then. 
Remember?" 

"Of course I remember. I was the one who had to cut it every five 
days." My dad was a fucking slavedriver when it came to the lawn. It 
seemed like I was always cutting and trimming it. Raking, watering, 
weedeating, fertilizing, a huge chunk of my childhood consisted of 
taking care of this goddamn yard. And for what? Look at it now. Any 
signs of the hard work I did was gone. Completely gone. Jason noticed 
that I was still a little sore about the subject. To be honest, I was pretty 
goddamn sore about it. 

"Come on. Get over it. That was a long time ago," he said, walking 
back to his side of the Chevette. "Betty's waiting for us at the house. She 
probably made us some cookies or something." 

We hopped back in the turd-on-wheels and ventured toward Jason's 
house. More memories rushed into my mind: the bike races down 
Smithson Street, trick or treating and the poop-bag pranks, hikes 
through the woods behind the neighborhood, finding Playboys in the 
ditch behind the school. As the wind and the pine-tree smell rushed in 
the window, I felt like I was thirteen again. It's funny what your mind 
will file away if it's not using it. I hadn't thought about all of these things 
for a long time and they were coming to life by the dozens.  

"Hey, there's Patty Green's house. Right there, the yellow one." 
Jason pointed to the little yellow house as we drove by. Patty had the 
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unfortunate status of being the seventh grade whore. She quickly turned 
from prissy little Patty to Patty the hooker one night when a small group 
of boys and girls convened at her house for her thirteenth birthday 
party. The party started innocently enough with chocolate cake and 
vanilla ice cream and party games and presents and pin-the-tail-on-the-
donkey. But once the uninterested parents moved inside to the bar for 
scotch on the rocks and cold beers, we kids moved to the garage for a 
quick game of Spin the Bottle. Patty received two spins since it was her 
birthday and she kissed two boys. She kissed Jason, who for the rest of 
his junior high days was in love with Patty, and Justin Moss. The other 
kids affectionately called him Mossy on account of his dingy teeth, 
rotten gums, and stinky breath. The combination of kissing two boys 
and the excitement brought on by all the goddamn sugar the kids ate 
generated the incessant, hateful chatter. Patty clearly enjoyed being the 
center of attention, which to our young eyes, meant she enjoyed acting 
morally irreprehensible, of course. She was labeled a whore that night 
and was scarred for the rest of junior high. 

"I never got to spin the bottle because Patty took my turn," I said. 
"She might not have been called a whore if you had gone instead. 

Think about it." 
"Unless she kissed me, of course. I think her fate was set already." 
I thought fondly of little blonde Patty. She was a beautiful little girl. 

And though I didn't have the courage to tell her back then because of 
the stupid talk from the other kids, I liked her very much, even when 
the other goddamn kids called her a whore. One thing I knew for sure 
back then was that Patty wasn't a whore and I sympathized with her 
unfortunate circumstance. The day before I moved away to Texas, I 
rode my bike all the way to Patty's house. I rode fast and determined, 
the adrenaline pumping through my veins, and leapt from my bike while 
it was still moving when I reached her house. Leaving it on its side in 
the street, I ran to the front door and rang the bell. I remembered 
hoping that her father wouldn't answer the door and fortunately, he 
didn't. When she answered, I took her by the hand without saying a 
word and led her to the side of the house. Next to the air conditioner, 
she looked to me to say something, anything, about why I was there. 
But I didn't say a word. I didn't know what to say anyway. All I knew 
was that I liked her. I leaned over and kissed her, a long lingering soft 
kiss. We slowly embraced each other, my hands on her hips, her arms 
draped across my shoulders. As my lips pressed against hers, I could 
feel the emotion overcoming her. Her lips quivered as we kissed. She 
knew, without me saying anything, that I liked her and didn't think of 
her in the hateful way the other goddamn kids did. And after five 
minutes, I pulled away from her and smiled. I didn't know what to say. I 
turned and ran for my bike. Picking it up, I mounted my trusty BMX 
bicycle and headed for home. I never saw or heard from her again after I 
moved away. 
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"Her fate, huh? That was unfortunate," Jason said. 
"It sure was," I replied. I still didn't know what to say. 
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