Day 3


The boy wakes up seven times in the night ready to put his plan into action.  When his actual wake-up time arrives, he doesn’t hear his alarm go off and he oversleeps for twelve minutes.  He leaps out of bed and tries to rush through his regular morning routine but Willard has occupied the bathroom for the last half hour.


“Willard, I need to get in the bathroom and I’m really in a rush.  Could you please hurry it up?,” the boy asks while leaning his head on the door.


Willard replies with a wheezy yet affirmative grunt.  The door opens and billows of steam pour out.  Willard materializes through the smoke wearing a pink terry cloth towel around his waist.  The boy doesn’t want to stare but he’s amazed by the size of Willard’s breasts and the deep purple coloring of his nipples.  He looks up and sees Willard smiling, proud of his chest protrusions.


“Oh, thanks, Willy, I really appreciate it.”  


The boy really does like his brother and feels bad that he doesn’t talk to him more often.   He would never admit it, even to himself, but most of the animosity he feels towards Willard is because he’s jelous of his brother’s unexplainable-yet-enourmous popularity.  When he enters the bathroom and sees the body oil puddles on the bathroom floor, he remembers why Willard isn’t the most convenient of brothers.  


After almost slipping his brother’s liquid, the boy skips the shower and zips around the house retrieving notebook paper, a large roll of duct tape and scented markers.  He pulls the blue raspberry marker out of the package as blue raspberry is his favorite flavor, mostly because it doesn’t exist in nature, only in the aisles of candy and toy stores.  As he works on his project, he wonders why the marker and candy company marketing executives haven’t developed beyond their invention of blue raspberry as pink banana or violet pear sound just as delicious.  He writes as if he had to carve the words into the paper, grasping the marker in his fist like a knife.  He grinds the words “YOU ARE NOT ALONE” into the page.  He places the piece of paper on his chest and tapes it to his striped T-shirt.  The boy looks in the mirror and sees he has taped the sign on his chest crookedly.  He fixes it and walks to the bus stop.  


The boy’s nervousness makes him trip on the bus stairs and he almost hits his head on the stick shift.  He usually calls as little attention to himself as possible and his chest billboard has petrified his motor skills into a nearly incapacitated state.  On the rare occasion that he does try to stand out, he doesn’t follow the “how-to-be-different-without-being-considered-a-freak” guidelines closely enough and it usually ends in ridicule (see “Crazy Hair Day” as an example).  He wears the standard issue clothing for a boy his age and never enters the talent show.  He can’t believe he’s now asking for his classmates to stare at him, but he figured his sign would be the best way to let the kids know that he knows without being overly confrontational.  


As he walks down the bus aisle, he imagines all of the staring faces uniting to form a resistance party after they gain the knowledge.  They would overthrow the system, marching down the streets with torches chanting, “we’re kids!, we’re mad!, no more bad dads!”  The bad dads would plead for forgiveness but would not get a drip of sympathy.  After receiving a heaping serving of the same treatment they ladled out to their family members, they would all be shipped to their respective companies, never to return home. They would be forced to set up cots in their cubicles, using stacks of copy paper as pillows.


“Um, why are you wearing that on your shirt?,” the younger kid sitting to his left asks 24 seconds after he’s taken his seat on the vinyl green bench.  


“Just think about it,” the boy says as he turns to look at him.  The younger boy’s teeth are orange from the processed cheese he’s nibbling on.


“I was. . .but I couldn’t figure it out so that’s when I asked you.”


“Look, it's not just your family.  It’s all of theirs too,” the boy whispers.


The younger boy looks straight in the boy’s eyes for a eight seconds.


“Okay. . .I guess.  Do you want some cheese?,” the younger boy says as he returns to picking at his orange square reserved for lunch.  The boy ignores his question.


At school, the boy walks slowly through the halls, telling himself he wants to make sure the kids have time to read the message, but actually he hopes his movements will be so minute that he’ll just disappear into his surroundings.  Most of the kids stop to look but he can’t tell if the intense stares at his chest are from concentration or confusion about the message.  


“Excuse me, but what is that on your shirt?,” Ms. Berquist asks in homeroom.  


She has resisted asking about the message because she’s convinced its the latest ingredient in the conspiracy to drive her insane.


“It’s not for you,” the boy replies. 


Ms. Berquist resists her temptation to smack the boy.  She detests the fact her curiosity leads her to ask a second question.


“Then who is it for?”


“Um. . .it’s for them . . . for us,” the boy says as he looks down at his desk.


“Well, I don’t like being left out of the joke.  Kindly remove the sign.”


“It's not a joke.  Look, the other kids have things written on their shirts.  He has a swoosh on his and she has that Mexican restaurant slogan written on hers.”


“Okay, then, new class rule: no messages on clothing.  Only solid colors or repeated patterns will be tolerated.  When I say ‘no talking in class, that goes for your clothing as well.  Take it off now,” Ms. Berquist says sternly with tense lips, trying to contain her rage.


The boy sighs as he peels off the paper, but only sees this as a temporary defeat as he plans to put the sign back on at lunch.


Once Ms. Berquist is out of sight, the boy parades around the playground using his chest as a billboard to spread the word.  He’s gotten used to the attention his blue-raspberry letters attract.  Most of the kids just whisper and stare but then, towards the end of recess, the boy begins to notice a few kids reading the sign in silence.  Just as he begins to feel like he is making some progress, what feels like a hundred hands smack his bottom.  Confused and in pain, he runs to the bathroom as more hands slap him.  He locks himself in a bathroom stall, pulls down his pants and looks behind to see the damage.  He sees a piece of paper on his back and pulls it off.  “Spank my nauddy bottom,” the sign reads in letters that mimic his original posted sign.  The boy flops down on the toilet in frustration.  He can’t figure out why these kids don’t want to acknowledge the problem or be helped.  He understands that they are just afraid because they’ve been trained to never speak about their bad dads.  Perhaps the the sign was too subtle. He decides that tomorrow he would utilize a more direct, as-yet-undetermined technique to coerce a discussion of the bad dad plague.  He stands up, flushes his classmates’ sign, pulls up his pants and leaves the stall.  Down but not out, the boy exits the bathroom to a chorus of his classmates laughter.


When he rushes through his front door after school, the boy bumps into his mom and her bowl of popcorn drops to the ground.


“Whoa, where are you off to in such a rush?  Is everything okay?,” his mom asks.


“Uhh, its nothing,  I mean, I don’t think you would understand,”  he says as he continues up the stairs.


“Wait, wait ,wait, slow down.  Look, just try me.  You never know, I might be able to help.  C’mon,  I just want to understand what’s been going on with you.”


The boy stops and turns around.  He has been feeling like he will burst if he doesn’t tell someone soon.  The weight of society’s problems have pressed on him for 50 hours now and he figures his mom would be the least likely to think he is insane.  He sits on a step as he prepares to share his findings.


“Um . . . well . . . do you really want to know? I mean, you might think I’m crazy.  Its just . . . okay, I’ll just tell you.  Well, you see, I’ve kinda made this . . . discovery, and its something that may explain why Mrs. McFadden and everyone else acts the way they do.  Well, two nights ago I saw something in the neighborhood that was really . . . odd.  I mean, I was just walking around and looked in our neighbors’ windows and saw . . . saw . . . ”


“You saw them, didn’t you?,” his mom interrupts.


“Saw who?”


“Them . . . out there,” his mom says as she points toward the door.


“Well, I’m not sure if we’re talking about the same them but what a saw was a bunch of the dads. . .”


“Yeah, the Bad Dads,” his mom says.


“You know? But . . . if you know, then does everyone know?”


“See, I knew you knew, or at least I knew you’d find out sooner or later.  I could just tell.”


“Okay, but does everyone know?”


“Um, I’m not sure.  Well, I don’t think so.  Or, actually, I think they probably do know but just can’t talk about it.”


“Then how do you know and why are you okay talking about it?”  


His mom sits next to him on the stairs and holds his hand.  The boy likes his mother’s touch but becomes overly aware of the heat eminating from his hand.


“Well, hun, I really don’t know how to put this.  Y’see, you and I aren’t like everyone else.  We see things other people don’t want to see.  Most of them just go through the motions of life without questioning anything.  I mean . . . I know you may think I’m just as strange as the rest of them because I just sit home all day watching my programs, but, to tell you the truth, it's just that I’m afraid of them . . . the masses and their silence.  I don’t see how they do it . . .  or why they do it.  I’ve never been able to understand, but it's such a relief that now you know too.  I knew just knew you’d see it.” 


His mom stops looking at him and focuses her eyes on her popcorn scattered over the blue carpet.  The boy feels bad doing so but he has to pull his hand away from his mom’s to stop what has become to him the scalding heat coming from his handi.  


“Well, so why are they like that?  I mean, is there anything we can do? Have you ever tried to do anything?  Like . . . tell everyone to stop putting up with it?,” the boy asks.


“I wish there was something I could do but, Hun, no one wants to hear it.  Besides, you’re the first person I know that even admits they even know anything about it.  I 

mean. . .what was I to do? Be a lone soldier?”  


The boy takes off his backpack and unzips it. 


“Well. . .I tried today,” the boy says.


He pulls out his sign and hands it to her.  She sits down on the stairs with her mouth open in confused amazement and her son sits down next to her.


“I wore this to try to let the other kids know that it's not just their family.  But you were right, no one wanted to listen.”


“You . . . you did that?  I’m . . . I’m . . . but didn’t you . . . I mean, weren’t you . . . ”  


Her small child’s courage to do what she should have done years ago astounds her, but she can’t find the words to tell him so.  She’d spent entire days contemplating what she could do to stop the bad dads while pretending to watch TV, but her brainstorming sessions always ended up with her asleep on the couch covered in popcorn kernels.  She feels ashamed of her non-action, but now she’s proud of raising such a strong and intelligent child.  


“I can’t just let the world be so . . . I don’t know.  I mean,  I saw things out there that I couldn’t believe existed.  It was so wierd, I’d never seen any of the things they were doing, but I knew most of the people doing them.  There was that guy who sharpens our knives, and a bunch of kids from school, and that man who gives you money at the bank,” the boy says quietly.  


His mom continues staring at the sign in awe of her son.  She looks into his eyes. 


“Don’t be discouraged.  You’re giving . . . such a gift to these people just by trying.  And I know that I will help you in any way possible.  And, I truly think the way you are going about this is right, it's best that you be the one to spread the word to the other kids because they’d be more likely to trust another kid, seeing as how all the adults have screwed them over their entire lives.”


“But, see, the problem is that I don’t know what I should do so how can I tell you to help me?  But, I mean, it's such a relief to know that someone else sees it and I’m not crazy but I guess what I really need to go to my room and just sit and think ‘cause I only found out about it a coupl’a nights ago, and, I mean, its really a lot to have your whole perception of the world shattered on a neighborhood walk,” the boy says without breathing.    


His mom pets his hair. The boy flinches when her hand touches his head and he feels bad for his natural reaction.  He allows his his mom touch his hair for as long as he can stand but finally he can’t take the awkwardness caused by her affectionate silence.


“Okay, I’ll keep you posted,” the boys says as he shoots up the stairs.


“But, don’t you . . . I mean, do you need . . . okay, I’ll talk to you later,” his mom says as he shuts the door to his room.


His solidified alliance with his mom energizes the boy and he feels good knowing his mother probably feels the same way.  More determined than ever, he sits at his desk and writes a bad dad speech.  The boy excels at writing essays but feels inadequate in using lingo his classmates would respond to.  So instead he writes the speech as he would a school report and then goes back to pepper the sentences with words like “awesome,” “radical” and “sucky.”


The boy falls asleep and in his dream he continues to write.  All this great slang comes to him in the dream which makes the speech sound as cool as a rap.  So then he decides to turn it into a rap.  The next day at school, he stands on the stage in the cafeteria and raps his bad dad rap with Willard next to him creating the backing beat with a timed series of his belchy-recching noises. The boy nails the act.  Coincidentally, a record agent listens to the rap while standing in the lunch line.  She loves the brothers’ act and signs them on the spot.  Because no pen is available, they sign their contracts with the gravy which accompanies that day’s turkey lunch.  They decide “The Gravys” would be a  good name for the twosome.  After several appearances on music television, The Gravy’s “Bad Dad Rap” shoots to number one.  After listening to the inspiring yet radio-friendly lyrics, kids across the country free themselves from their bad dads. Even better, all of the kids idolize the boy, their rock and roll emancipator. 


Just as he receives a Grammy from pop music’s #1 teen vixen, the boy wakes up.  He often has these dreams of fame and by the end of every dream he always convinces himself that this time his accomplishments are real.  He reluctantly returns to his less glamourous yet more tangible awake life.  He looks at the page and sees he has sleep-written some lines to his speech.  While the penmanship is hard to decipher, he likes some of the key ideas he’s unknowingly written.  He underlines a few of the scribbles and returns to sleep. 


His mom sits at the foot her son’s door for hours with a sweet smile like that of a lovesick teenager.  Every so often she looks up at the ceiling and giggles for no apparent reason other than the fact that she feels alive again.  She always had a feeling ever since her son’s birth that he’s destined for greatness, even when she received the negative reports  his teachers which stated the opposite.   Each of those reports only solidified her belief that her child is unlike any other and couldn’t be understood by lesser minds.  She is confident that it's now his time to shine.  She feels like the rest of her life is in his hands and the possibilities excites her.  


For years she has only lived within her own head, too afraid to leave her living room.  She only exits her haven for the bare necessities of groceries and dry cleaning.  She couldn’t imagine having to face the bad dads and the remnants of women to whom they are married.  She once considered herself lucky that her fame gave her an escape from them.  A few years ago she was cast as the star of a daytime drama which is filmed daily in her living room.  The show’s immediate success intimidated her but, after winning her first sweeps week, the stardom invigorated her.  During the more trying times of her day, she would close her eyes and feel the love of all 14 million of her hands enter her heart. The show allowed her to leave her domestic, suburban existence behind and enter the world of glamour and scripted love scenes.  She liked that she didn’t need to think, she just read her lines.  


Recently, however, her duties on the show have become more demanding now that the crew has started to follow her everywhere she goes, all day, everyday.  She doesn’t remember at what point she lost control of the shooting schedule and feels her producers have taken advantage of her as this 24 hour coverage was not mentioned in her most recent contract renewal.  When the show changed formats from dramatic serial to reality television, the writers were fired, leaving her feeling vulnerable and naked without her script.  What once was her escape now causes her great stress as she tries to be entertaining twenty four hours a day for her legion of viewers.  She finds herself doing little jigs or skits when she feels her audience growing tired of her mundane existence.


By now she’s gotten used to the three cameras and 132 studio audience members that accompany her everywhere and amazingly no one else has even mentioned them.  In fact, this very moment the three cameras are circling her, trying to capture every angle of this emotional moment.  She drops her head to her knees as she knows this dramatic gesture will make for good television and will be a prime spot to cut away to commercial.

Day 4


The boy leaves his room in the morning to find his mother sleeping at the foot of his door.  While he finds this odd, it’s even stranger that his dad must have stepped over her body in order to go to bed last night without feeling obligated to move her.  The boy doesn’t know if it would be more awkward to wake her or to leave her so he avoids the entire situation by hopping over her and runs out the front door to the bus stop.


On the bus he makes a vow to himself that he will read his speech by the time the bus gets to Christy Zamuder’s stop.  They have just arrived at Ben Kellogg’s, two stops until Christy’s.  He’s calculates Christy’s stop gives him a nice sized audience but also allows for enough time to deliver the speech in its entirety before the drop off.  He hates the anticipation and tries to force himself to forget his plan.  The bus stops at the Zimmerman’s and all seven perfectly coifed Zimmerman girls board (Mrs. Zimmerman spends two hours every morning curling each girl’s bangs with a toothbrush).  One stop to go.  He knows no one will listen; it's just going to give the kids more ammunition to use against him.  The boy sees Christy’s sideways ponytail ascending the bus stairs.  It is time to take action.  The boy stands up in the bus hallway with his sweat stained speech in hand.


“Excuse me, everyone, um, it came to my attention three nights ago that there

exists. . .”


Suddenly the bus’s breaks screech.  In his nervous stupor, the boy doesn’t notice Willard’s record-breaking 134 second recchy-belch.   This time the afterstench does cause the bus driver to hit the small woman in the wide brimmed straw hat.  The impact throws the boy 13 feet onto the laps of the Zimmerman girls who all scream and shoot up out of their seats, dropping the boy’s head on the bus bench’s metal leg.


“Hey, Hun, can you hear me?” 


The boy can barely make out his mom’s face leaning over him.   He rubs his newly formed head bump and tries to remember what happened, but all he can visualize is the look of sheer terror in all fourteen Zimmerman girls’ eyes.


“What. . .what the hell did those Zimmerman girls do to me?” the boy whispers.


“No, you were in an accident, well, the bus was in an accident and you were injured.  It hit poor Nancy Nguyen.  Now the dry cleaners won’t be open for at least a week,” the boy’s mom says.


The boy looks over his mom’s shoulder, sees Willard standing in the doorway looking at his feet and remembers the accident.  Willard looks up at the boy and grunts an apologetic grunt.  When the boy doesn’t respond, Willard mimes what happened to him on the bus.  With his body oil, he writes “Brandon Crabb’s hand” on his left hand and mashes his stomach with it.  He then meticulously duplicates the recchy-belch from three hours before.  With his right hand, he scolds the Brandon Crabb part of his body.


“Why did Brandon do that?,” the boy asks.  Willard shrugs.


“Willie, let’s let him rest.  You can come see him later,” the boy’s mom says.  Willard leaves the room while nodding his head.  


“So I didn’t make the speech?,” the boy asks his mom.


“I guess not.  I don’t know what made you decide to do it on the bus.  I’m sure the bus driver has warned you of the dangers of standing in the a moving bus.  But she did give your speech back to me along with your backpack.  I read it and I think it's lovely.  Everyone needs to hear it.”


“Why can’t I do this?  I just don’t know what I should do anymore.”


“Well, this was just a setback.  You still have the right idea.  Now you really shouldn’t worry about that now; you just need your sleep and it will come to you.”


“Maybe you’re right,” the boy says with his eyes half shut.


“Sleep tight.” 


His mom kisses his bump and leaves the room.


The boy stares through his eyelids at his ceiling and wishes Tyler still existed.  He would know exactly what to do.  He wonders if Tyler knew about the Bad Dads.  If anyone else knew about the them, it would be Tyler.  He’s pretty confident Tyler’s dad was not a bad dad because he helped with book reports and barbecued.  The boy figures that only people who don’t have really bad dads could comprehend an entire league of bad dads.  The bad-dad inflicted need to believe a happier world exists outside their house which they can escape to one day.   They couldn’t possibly visualize an legion of bad dads if their direct surroundings are completely dominated by a single bad dad.  If Tyler didn’t know about the dads, the boy was positive he would have found out sooner or later.


The boy feels a drip on his head bump.  He looks up and sees Tyler standing above him.  Another drop of blood from Tyler’s head slits drips on the boy.  Usually coming in contact with someone else's’ bodily fluids would disgust the boy, but because he’d become blood brothers with Tyler three years ago by rubbing scabs, he sees this blood as partially his.  


“Looks like both our heads have seen better days,” Tyler says with a grin. 


“Wait, this is so weird.  I was just hoping you were here, and here you are.”


“Don’t you know I’m always at the right place at the right time?  Who else could have these Marks enter their head at the precise moment they were perfectly parallel to each other?,” Tyler says as he shows the boy his last keepsakes.  “Anyways, enough about me, I’ve heard about your discovery.”


“Wait, I haven’t seen you in a while.  How are you?  How are things on that side?”


“We can talk about that later.  I don’t think I can stay that long this time; I haven’t really figured out the rules here yet.  So I’d rather talk about the stuff that’s been going on with you,” Tyler says as he leans back in the cardboard throne which has occupied the corner by the window since the boy was three. 


  “Well, I’m trying to figure out what to do next but it's hard to think with this swollen forehead.”


“Not to steal the spotlight away from you and your solutions, because I really applaud your progress, but I think I know what you should do.”  


“No, I don’t care about that, I need help, I mean, we all need your help.  I was just thinking about that.  So, what should I do?”


“Well, it's not a coincidence your cobblestone road curiosity was peaked around the same time you discovered the bad dads.  I’m pretty sure there may be a connection.”


“Of course!  That’s what the one-armed man was trying to tell me.  But why would he want me to figure it out?”


“I don’t know that much but I have faith that you’ll figure out.  Look, all of those games we used to play at lunch were practice for this very moment.  Unfortunately, you are alone on this mission, but if you need any help, I live in that ceiling crack above your bed; it's my favorite one too.  You have some work to do now though.”  Tyler says as his body squeezes back into his new home.


“Wait, don’t go yet.  I haven’t seen you in so long.  How are you doing dead?,” the boy calls out to Tyler.


He stares at the crack but gets no response.  The boy decides to continue his work and catch up with Tyler later.  He knew Tyler would be proud of him.


Downstairs the boy’s mom needs to take her mind off her damaged son so she turns on the television.  She settles on the couch and watches a documentary about people who are famous solely because of their fame.  Every so often she glances at her studio audience and still can’t believe all 132 of them stay to watch her watching TV.  While in the living room, her audience is positioned behind the TV so they can’t even view the programs, only the light they project onto their star’s face.  She desperately wants to be alone right now.


She feels a fart bubbling in her stomach and contemplates if she should turn on the vacuum like she usually does so her public won’t hear.  She figures she is lucky her son is alive and shouldn’t worry about silly things like strangers hearing her farts so she lets it rip.  At first the audience tries to hold back their laughter until an older man leans over to his wife and says, “I knew she would have to sooner or later.”  With that statement, a wave of pent-up laughter explodes from the audience.  The boy’s mom tries to ignore it by pretending to be completely engrossed in her program.


  The boy’s mom’s release is only the latest in a series of socially unacceptable gestures she has committed on screen.  Her new favorite deed is to do something lewd on camera while diverting the audience’s attention or hiding the gesture behind a prop so they don’t notice.   Two weeks ago she placed her popcorn bowl strategically over her crotch and secretly groomed her pubic area.  Four days ago she dropped a goblet on the ground and rubbed her nipples while the camera panned down to the shattering glass.  She hasn’t examined why she does these actions but deep inside she hopes they will repel her adoring public and they will all go home.  The thought of being completely alone again frightens and invigorates her at the same time.


Upstairs, the boy tries to stand up but his knees are not prepared for the challenge and he falls back on the bed.  This marks the first time his body has betrayed him and he really doesn’t like it.  He becomes determined to stand up and walk to the cobblestone road.  During the next attempt, his right knee regains consciousness but the left still is not cooperating.  On the third attempt, with no progress with the left knee, the boy hobbles out of his room.  Flashing television light bathes the living room and the boy debates if he should tell his mother about his plan.  The adventurer in her would support the journey but the mother in her would want to suppress it.  It isn’t worth the risk and the boy rushes out the front door.  


His left knee doesn’t awake from its slumber until he reaches Nguyen Dry Cleaners, which has a yellow sticky note in the window reading, “Closed for family emergencys.”  While both knees are operable, the left knee still emits a painful warmth every time he puts weight on it.


When he arrives at the cobblestone road, he doesn’t really know what to do.  He’s unsure of what he is looking for or how he can find it.  Tyler’s appearance made him overly eager but he realizes he should have developed more of a plan before coming here.  Tyler sent him on this mission without the clear instructions that usually accompanied his recess missions.  Now it's time for the boy to create the game.  It finally occurs to him that Tyler is first dead person he has ever communicated with, which makes sense seeing as how Tyler is the first person he known who died.  


For a while the boy bends over with his face to the ground looking for clues and digs in the flower beds until his back starts to hurt and he gives up on that investigative gesture.  Its hard to find any evidence as the only light source on the road is the flourescents lighting the sole billboard, an advertisement for electronic can openers.  He carefully picks up each stone in the one-armed man’s one-handled wheelbarrow unenthusiastically as he still doesn’t know what to look for.  


Suddenly a small stone rolls towards his feet.  This minor movement in the complete stillness of the night shoots a spear of fear into the boy’s chest.  He looks in the direction of the stone’s path but can only make out a few unidentifiable figures.  Another rock rolls towards his feet.  Once again, against the advice he has shouted at many movie screens, he follows the rock’s trail into the darkness to investigate.


The warm pain in his knee keeps him company as he moves deeper into the blackness.  Once the initial feeling of fear wears off, he welcomes the thrown stones because they have given his once-meandering investigation some direction.


“May I ask what are you doing here?”  a gravely voice says off in the distance.


The boy moves silently toward the sound as fear wanes and excitement flows.  He smacks into a human form.


“What are you looking for?,” the voice says.  


The boy still cannot see but the familiar smell of ear-shaped candy gives away the mystery figure’s identity.  The single drop of fear left in his body dribbles away.


“Um, nothing in particular.  Well, it’s just that I’m always dropping things out of my school bag so every once in a while I cover my steps and see if I find any of my belongings,” the boy says.


“I saw you the other night.”


“So?  I see you every day.”


“I saw you looking in windows.  That's not a very neighborly thing to do.”


“Well, I saw dads do things that weren’t very fatherly but who’s keeping score, y’know?”


“Not many people know what you know and the ones that do pretend they don’t.”


“Yeah, I’ve deduced that.  So why are you always lurking in the dark ten feet behind me then scurrying off?”


“I know what you know and more.”


“Okay, that may be true, but let me ask my question again: why are you always lurking around?”


“I needed to see if you were the right one to tell.”


“Tell what? Can we please move into the light?  I know who you are, you don’t need to be all sneaky.”


“We can’t let them see us talking.  Actually we need to move away from the road and meet over in the trees if you want me to tell you.”


“It's really against my better judgment to go with the town weirdo into the woods but I guess it would be too obvious for you to turn out to be a killer so I guess so.”


The duo stumble from the dark street to the even darker trees.


“If you wanna hear this, I’m gonna have to tell you quickly.  They are everywhere and they probably already know we are meeting,” the one-armed man says as he crouches.


“Okay, tell me quickly, I don’t care.  Just tell me already!,” the boy says as he bends his knees to meet the one-armed man down near the ground.  As his eyes adjust to the darkness, he notices that the one-armed man’s wrinkles aren’t as deep and severe as they usually appear.  He looks closer and swears he sees poorly-applied dark make-up in the creases of his skin.


“You have to keep your voice down if we’re gonna do this, you read me?”


“Sure.”


“Anyways, I guess I have to start at the beginning. When I was your age, or maybe a bit older, I started noticing the same strange things you have noticed, dads hittin’ their young ones and the like.  I promised myself I would never be like that and I knew I had to leave this cursed place if I was going to avoid that destiny.  So a couple years later I packed up my bags and went off to try to find something meaningful and helpful to do with my life.”


The boy wonders if the one-armed man still had both arms and ears at this point in his life but figures it would be inappropriate to ask.


“I saw a flyer in the back of this sandwich shop advertising for a meeting of this group called Mammal Salvation.”


The boy’s mind switches between a vision of the one-armed man holding his sandwich in one hand and his drink in his second hand and a vision of him fumbling while to grab both the drink and the sandwich in his only remaining hand.


“It didn’t really have a description of what the group did but the word ‘salvation’ intrigued me so I went to the meeting and found out the group traveled around the world setting lab animals free.  They showed these really nasty videos of  experiments performed on these animals, but I remember thinking they were not nearly as graphic as the scenes I saw through my neighbor’s windows.”


“So. . when you went to this meeting, did you have a full set of arms and ears?,” the boy interrupts.  He can’t continue concentrating without knowing.   The one-armed man gives a look that  questions if the boy is paying attention.


“Oh, I’m listening.  I just really needed to know so I can continue listening, and concentrating on the words, of course.”


“I’ll get to that later.”


“Well . . . just giver me a quick yes or no so we can continue.”


The one-armed man pauses. 


“Yes, I had a full set of everything.  But like I said, I’ll get to that later,” he says in a stern voice.  The boy’s question reminds the one-armed man he is dealing with a child who may not be capable of coping with the information he is about to tell him, but he feels he has no option but to take that risk.
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