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This book is dedicated to those who have made the hard choice to change.

= ≠ =

To those who are slaves of their own hatred and heartache.

= ≠ =

To the ones who’ve been hurt. To the ones who’ve caused the hurt and feel remorse.

= ≠ =

To the bullies who stopped. To the survivors that healed.

= ≠ =

To every soul that’s looked at our current world with empathy, compassion, and love but felt only despair.

= ≠ =

To the broken.

= ≠ =

To the weary.

= ≠ =

To the courageous.

= ≠ =

This book is for you. 




Owning our story can be hard but not nearly as difficult as spending our lives running from it. Embracing our vulnerabilities is risky but not nearly as dangerous as giving up on love and belonging and joy—the experiences that make us the most vulnerable. Only when we are brave enough to explore the darkness will we discover the infinite power of our light. 

– Berne Brown



= ≠ =


Human beings judge one another by their external actions. God judges them by their moral choices. When a neurotic who has a pathological horror of cats forces himself to pick up a cat for some good reason, it is quite possible that in God's eyes he has shown more courage than a healthy man may have shown in winning the V.C. When a man who has been perverted from his youth and taught that cruelty is the right thing does some tiny little kindness, or refrains from some cruelty he might have committed, and thereby, perhaps, risks being sneered at by his companions, he may, in God's eyes, be doing more than you and I would do if we gave up life itself for a friend. 

– C.S. Lewis 



= ≠ =


But who prays for Satan? Who, in eighteen centuries, has had the common humanity to pray for the one sinner that needed it most? 

– Mark Twain 
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Introduction
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This book is meant to be read in the same way art is viewed. It’s about coming to your own conclusions with the raw facts in front of you. Like the plaque beneath a statue that gives some context, but doesn’t tell you what to feel, I want to give you this small introduction then let you interpret what you see for yourself. Your perception shapes art into your own experience of it; whether it’s entertaining, frightening, infuriating, or enlightening 

I’ll tell you a little-known secret. Some of the world’s most recognizable and renowned pieces of art are ancient Greek statues. That’s not the secret, but you can immediately picture one in your mind, can’t you? The smooth white marble and intense attention to realistic detail in every area. They are seen as a symbol of elegance and grace, Western cultural superiority even. They’ve been revered and praised by many of the biggest art elitists for centuries. Here’s the secret; those statues all used to be painted in bright garish colors that have no place in the modern Western expectations of “elegance”. 

All the original paintwork has worn away over the millennia to leave us with a very different visual experience. Now, the same piece can be seen with two completely different mindsets; the intended vibrant perspective and the stripped modern one. Any possible debate on daring to repaint these revered statues bounces between these two views of respecting the original artists’ intent or respecting the modern statues’ form as they are now. But which is right? Neither. Those statues have two lives, their past and their present, both as real and important as the other. However, you can’t have both at the same time, it’s a paradox. Two expectations of one piece that can’t be in two states at once. Not until quantum physics progresses substantially anyway. 

People are a lot like art, living multi-faceted lives through time, though it can be harder to separate the facts from our opinions about them. We perceive each other through our biased perspective because we can’t help it; our own perspective is our only perspective. The same person who’s adored by one person might be the hated enemy of another. Who is that person then, someone lovable or hateful? Odds are, neither. We aren’t one thing, not even to one person. Everyone has the capacity for an immense range of behaviors, perceptions, and emotions. 

For example, I can say that I love the color of bright lime green and immediately picture in my mind’s-eye the variety of reactions from readers. But that’s just my preference, right? I’m not asking anyone else to like the color, but that doesn’t matter because someone else will still feel compelled to tell me how they feel about it in order to persuade me how I should feel about it. Strangers I’ve never met, experts I never asked, friends who aren’t thinking before they speak, all rushing to deliver their unfiltered unsolicited, even harmful, opinions. Maybe someone else loves it too, so much, that they want to make everyone else like it by screaming back at the critics like they’re on a lime green crusade. Now there’s a lime green opinion war that benefits no one because it doesn’t matter, and it never will. What does matter are all the other things that were neglected while the war raged on. 

Everyone has an opinion, and they are more than ready to share it. Everyone feels compelled to be both a critic and a censor of everyone else all the time. It’s how the modern world is with everyone seeing everything all at once. Someone wants the repainted statue and the current statue and a modern re-make of the statue all at once and they’re going to tell you about it! There’s a saying derived from the work of American psychologist Abraham Maslow, “When you have a hammer, everything starts to look like a nail”. We often forget that wisdom and use our opinions like hammers, crossing the line, and hurting each other in the process.

This brings me to the point of this monologue. I’m not the first person to feel annoyed with this mindset, and I won’t be the last. However, being in this modern age brings this feeling to a fine point so sharp you could pierce my skull with it; and that’s honestly what it feels like. Everyone is screaming for everything they want everyone else to be and do all at once. All they see is their own perspective, blinded by their opinions and insecurities, demanding they be obeyed. It’s a mass chant of the age-old adage, “You’re either with us or against us”. 

I am sick of it. The world is grey, not black and white, and so are we. Once you see the grey, look closer, and you’ll see a rainbow of colors split from it like a prism in sunlight. Some things are very clearly black and white, or good and bad; but as irrevocably combined as our world is, the overall color is morally grey. Spin the prism and see how the colors change, splitting and re-combining. It’s neither, it’s all, it’s not just one thing; and it doesn’t need you to label it. Our world is a thick soup of mixed paints that we feel pressured to try and un-mix with our thoughts, opinions, and feelings. However, we can’t make things only black or white any more than we can make people purely virtuous or evil. We are amazing, complex creatures. We have to make peace with this by accepting some grey in order to live with life’s uncertainty and enjoy the colors of the rainbow beyond. 

This book is meant to be seen as graffiti on a wall. I’m not explaining it outside of this introduction. I am asking you to perceive it. To think. To empathize. To learn. To be courageous and embrace the fact that this is here and it’s not asking for permission to be what it is. Love it, like it, feel indifferent, or even hate it. Sometimes there is no artist present to explain or defend their work. Sometimes there are entire books written on a single painting to explain its every meaning to an observer. That said, here there is no guide to tell you how to feel, to verify each explanation, to force you to perceive it in any way other than how you do. That’s what art is, and this book is art. You can only perceive it as you do through your own mind and experiences with critical thinking and earnest observation. 


And that is the point. 
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​Chapter 1
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“Why do you think you’re in rehab, John?” 

I shrugged, trying to come up with an answer that would satisfy her without blowing my cover. “Because the state thinks I need it.” 

She frowned. “You signed pre-trial release papers declaring your willingness and preference to undergo rehabilitation. Why did you choose to be in rehabilitation?” I couldn’t answer that, not without giving away that I was just here to cut time off my sentence. 

She waited another minute for an answer, but I kept my mouth shut. She finally sat up, sighed, and handed me some of the papers from the table. 

“These are your MMPI and Implicit Association Test results. Does anything here stand out to you?” 

I looked over the numbers, not sure what all of it meant. “It says I’m a White male. And... Depressed?!” 

She put out her hand for the papers. I begrudgingly handed them back to her. She set them on the table between us and started pointing things out. 

“Let’s go over the MMPI, The Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, results first. Most of the findings were on-point for what I expected, though you do have moderate depression and a higher paranoia score than I expected.” She tapped at lines of text and numbers like she was pointing at a grocery list instead of my brain chopped up into boxes for her charts. 

“That’s bull! No way! I don’t have depression, and I’m not paranoid.” 

She seemed unsurprised by my answer but still waited to see if I’d keep talking. She, my therapist, was making it a habit to do that, and it was starting to piss me off. 

“These tests have been used as the standards for decades with millions of people tested and the results peer-reviewed. These are scientifically accurate.” 

I bit my lip to stop myself from scoffing at her or screaming. I had to play it low and cool. “That doesn’t mean they’re always right.” 

She raised her eyebrows and half-smiled. Mocking me, again. “Ok. Sure... Now these are your Implicit Association—IAT—scores.” Those were obvious to interpret. 

“Yeah, it says I’m a White guy. That’s not a crime.” 

She ducked her head and took a breath to compose herself, clearly holding back her own thoughts and words. “No. It says you have strong bias towards people who are White and-or male. In laymen’s terms, you’re sexist and racist.” She stared me dead in the eyes as she said it. No shame at all in accusing me right out in the open. 

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I looked at that little security camera blinking on her badge and wondered if whoever was watching back felt like I did, or maybe they were in on it too. 

“You’re trying to frame me. I haven’t done anything sexist or racist here. You can’t accuse me of that!” 

She shook her head and tapped at the results insistently. “I’m not. You are sexist and racist, and you’ve shown me that yourself. Without actions. This is an implicit bias test, that means it shows what you’re thinking regardless of how you may act.” It hit especially hard hearing that from a Black woman. Almost like she was accusing me of hating her personally. 

I felt a prickle of fear run down my arms. I clenched my fists. She had lied to me, again. “You said you weren’t going to scan me, no mind-reading, just a test.” 

She sat up and forgot about the results. She wrote something down on her notepad. I clenched my fists tighter. 

The chance to get through this program and reduce my sentence was slipping through my fingers and there was nothing I could do. I felt my heart racing. I tried to think of anything I could do to fix this. I began to sweat. She picked up her tablet and scrolled through it. 

“Do you believe that people change their mind when faced with facts?” 

It was such a stupid question. “Of course.” 

She scrolled through the tablet again, found what she was looking for, then turned it to show me. “The research has shown otherwise. When presented with facts, like those listed here, people tend to stick to their original opinion.” 

I scoffed, that had to be false. “I disagree.” 

She looked at me, seeming unsurprised, and didn’t say anything at all. The seconds ticked by, and I wondered what the hell she was trying to prove now. 

“What? Why are you just staring at me?” 

She passed the tablet to me. “Ok, I want you to read that, then repeat what you just said back to me.” 

This was infuriatingly stupid. I looked over the page of information, it was just a bunch of statistics on crime. “What am I supposed to see here?” I shoved the tablet back, and she looked either stern or disappointed, I couldn’t tell. 

“Facts, John. These are all facts about crimes against transgender people. Do you agree with them?” 

I shook my head. “Of course not! These are blown out of proportion by the liberal government to justify all the laws they forced through.” 

She patiently nodded as I spoke but didn’t seem to hear me. “Ok, let’s put that aside, for now. If I told you that these were from some perfectly proven third-party source with perfect data, would you believe them then?” 

I thought about it for a second, it sounded impossible, all of it. “No! Because there’s no way it’s true.” 

She crinkled her lips in disappointment but went on. “With that in mind, do you still believe that people change their mind when faced with facts?” 

Now I saw what she was trying to do. Prove I was hypocrite, a liar, an idiot compared to her superior They-Them knowledge. “Nice one. Yeah, I’m reeeally feeling therapeutic now.” I glared at her, but she wasn’t fazed. 

“I’m showing you exactly what the data shows. When faced with facts and statistics, people don’t change their minds. It doesn’t matter to them. What does change people’s minds is being educated. When people can learn the information for themselves and contextualize it, then it becomes real for them. The rehabilitation process has two parts, therapy and education. A lot of what we’ll cover would have been taught in a high school class you’ve attended, but it sounds like a refresher would be a good place to start.” She made a note on her papers. 

I was insulted, furious, shocked. “You want me to re-do high school classes in prison?! How stupid do you think I am?!” 

She was, once again, completely unphased no matter what I said. She went back to her too-cheerful self. She nodded but was quick to explain further. 

“I want you to re-learn the knowledge you’ve lost so that we have a foundation to work on. If you don’t know the basics, then we can’t make good progress. The goal—” 

I was ready to scream, to fight her— I wanted out! I tried to decide what words I even wanted to scream. 

She read my mind again, noticing my agitation. “Please, let me finish. The goal of rehabilitation is to mend the gap between the patient and society. It’s about healing. We want to give you everything you need to be successful and healthy once your sentence ends. We can’t undo our mistakes, but we can prevent ourselves from making future ones. The crime that brought you here has happened. It’s done, but it’s not something you’d ever want to repeat, correct?” 

I didn’t even realize it could’ve been a trick question until after I responded. “Of course not! It was one stupid mistake, and now I’ll suffer forever!” 

She seemed satisfied with that response. “Ok, then that’s what we want to work on. We’ll start right away, but we won’t do more talk therapy than you’re comfortable with each day. We’ll work our way up to bigger goals as we go. I think we had a great first day. Thank you for talking with me.” She smiled at me. Smiled. 

I stared back at her with wild confusion. She was holding me prisoner but treating me like a guest. It was insane. I laughed. 

“Yeah, and you’re welcome.” 
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Chapter 2
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“Hi, my name is John Smith, he/him.” 

That’s how I have to talk every day. Greeting, name, pronouns. Have you ever hated saying your own name? Have you ever felt so out of place in the world that you wanted to scream? If so, then you’ll understand my story. You’ll understand who I am and see how we’re similar in a lot of ways—here, in my memoirs. That’s what I’m calling them anyway, because it sounds a lot better than calling it my prison therapy-mandated “journaling”. If I have to go through “rehabilitation”, being forced to re-learn everything about American history and biology, then I want to tell my version of events too. 

I swear I’m not as bad as they make me out to be, and I’m not totally wrong for thinking the way I do. I’m an average, White, brown-haired, six-foot, “cis” male, he/him. I didn’t choose to be born this way, so I don’t see why I deserve to be seen as the default bad guy. 

America wasn’t like this before, and that’s the source of the problem. It’s 2024 now, but only fifty years ago a man was treated with respect for who he was. His skin tone didn’t matter, and no one asked him for his pronouns every time they met. You could just be whoever you were! Nowadays, it’s not like that. Every time you meet someone new, they ask for your name and pronouns. Every. Time. What’s worse—if you don’t ask them for theirs then they get uncomfortable. 

Everything is socially censored, but no one seems to care. People just don’t know any better, so they all smile and go along with it, oblivious to the way things should be— The way things used to be. Looking back at the past makes people uncomfortable because they don’t like who we used to be and it doesn’t follow the socially expected political script. The script they hand us. 

They. That was when it all went wrong— All these human rights groups banding together into one so they could force the American government to change, to make us Americans change. But that was just the start, back when I was only a little kid. My dad used to tell me stories about what it was like to live through those times, since I was too young to remember much. He said there were almost non-stop protests in the streets for a few years, all over America. 

First, it was the anti-racism protests. It was like every Black American and non-White person had a beef with the rest of the country—at least the White people living in it. I still remember watching the news while my parents and family argued about it. My dad tried explaining it to me. He said they were mad about some cooked-up genocidal plot the government had to make them live in poverty forever, work the jobs no one else would take, live in ghettos, and get unfair legal and medical treatment. They claimed they had science and research to back up their claims; but the rest of us all knew it was nonsense, so why bother reading their propaganda about it? 

They made it clear that they wanted reparations, then demanded that this “system of White privilege” be dismantled overnight. As if any system like that existed. I mean— I’ve been White all my life and I’ve met plenty of people, all colors, who were better off than me. Sure, slavery was a problem for Black people hundreds of years ago, but they’ve had every chance like the rest of us to get an education or better jobs. It was greed that made them say those things, no matter what the new history books say.

Despite all the social pressure and judgement, our family and others resisted their propaganda only to be called bigots, “Nazis”, fascists, right-wing extremists, and, worst of all, un-Christian. They lumped all of us White conservative Christians together, with anyone else against their agenda, and protested against us. The politicians, courts, and news all acted politely as they covered the protests, then rolled their eyes behind the protestors’ backs. We all put up with it, but that wasn’t good enough for Them. 

The human rights activists protested and ranted about the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer. They even called for more accountability for ancient indigenous land theft and culture erasure. Mom seemed upset about that, wondering if it was true, but dad told us that some people will make up any excuse for their own problems. The government can’t be changed by the whims of some liberal extremists’ demands to fix old grudges, or else everyone would try it. We had to stick by our rock-solid Constitutional government founded on freedom and liberty for all—not just small groups of anti-American extremists. It’s a Democratic Republic where things are voted on and decided by elected officials working on the people’s behalf. 

––––––––
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Nothing has been the same since then, but that was just the start. My parents talked about an impending revolution and the next civil war. It was scary to be so small and helpless, watching as it felt like our country was falling apart. Those human rights groups claimed that everything was corrupt—the cops, our laws, politicians, schools, big business, and even our very culture. They attacked basically everything there was in America, and no one stopped them! Every night on the news it got worse. Some people tried to put an end to the nonsense, forming counter-protests, but they were shut down with insults and labels like “hate groups” and “conservative extremists”. The anti-protestors were all brow-beaten down with research, history, facts, and statistics until no one could fight back. My parents talked about leaving the country, or moving states to avoid tax-hikes, but they never did. Just hearing them talk about it scared me though. It felt like the protestors were trying to tear out family apart, and I resented them for it. 

I didn’t understand what was old-fashioned about standing up for your rights. Why did it make us a “hate group” to disagree with someone? And since when did the First Amendment not apply to everyone? I was told it was all a ruse for the liberals to get ahead of the rest of us, to steal our hard-earned money and land for themselves because they were too lazy to earn it. Then, they claimed that they’d been targets of genocide and eugenics— Yeah, the stuff Nazis used to do! The same Nazis that we Americans fought and saved the world from in the early 20th century! It was deliberately insulting, implying that the very America who defeated the Nazi regime was anything like them. My great-grandparents didn’t fight and die in that war to be called hypocrites!  

It all snowballed from there. The feminists, LGBTQ community, mental health groups, and handicapped community protested with the same absurd claims as the race riot groups. It was all the same accusations toward everyday Americans like me. All these different political groups and civil rights activists acted like there was some national conspiracy out to get them. They all sounded paranoid, crazy, but they took the political floor by storm, by force, and made us all live in their ideal world. They became a monstrous movement—of Them—that took over. 

––––––––
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Every street corner had someone with a sign and a slogan to yell. They attended every kind of meeting and protest to rant about their issues. They formed worker’s unions then acted like the victims when they were fired. Then, when that didn’t work, they started making campaigns to recruit the youth to their movement. It worked way too well. Those kids probably didn’t even understand what they were doing by waving rainbow flags around and sharing their “human rights membership” bracelets with friends. Their members lit up all the media platforms “sharing their commitment to human rights” non-stop; from the news to the web to social media and everything in-between. 

Businesses decided to cash in on it by selling more things with their protest propaganda on it. Forget the bracelets, you couldn’t buy a book bag without seeing a rainbow “progress pride” option shoved in your face. Mom was furious; she’d say “you’re too young to see that” and make me look away from it, but they put those rainbows everywhere. Our flags, buttons, shirts, cars—all of it had their liberal ideas and art on them. Some politicians tried to ban that merchandise from stores, but they couldn’t get enough support, so the law was thrown back in their faces for violating the First Amendment. All those politicians wanted to do was restore moral decency, like my parents did. Instead, they were mocked for “being hypocrites”. The failed legal changes only boosted their confidence, making Them more powerful. 

Eventually, whole cities of people began to listen to and join in the protests by leaving work and school in strike. It was all anyone would talk about, even at church. Sometimes openly but—more often—they were scared and whispering about the fall of humanity and wrath of God. 

––––––––
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I remember one bad fight my parents had during that time, after dad’s car broke down. He came home in a rage, slamming the front door and stomping into the kitchen where Mom was cooking dinner. He said that the auto repair shop was closed because all the mechanics were on strike, so he couldn’t get his car fixed. The protestors had started putting a bunch of pressure on the government to improve public transportation, especially expanding the passenger rail-lines. In response, the automotive industries had started cutting workers’ benefits and jobs to keep profits up. Dad kept yelling about “28 percent, that’s all! Just 28 percent of all CO2 in America is from cars and they think we should suffer for it! Global warming is a hoax anyway, why take away our only way of getting around instead of doing something useful?” Mom started calmly talking about all the research on global warming, trying to argue that it wasn’t a hoax, but that just made dad angrier. He told her that if she cared about the planet so much then he’d just take her car to work until his was fixed. Then she stared screaming too. 

I wanted to turn up the TV and drown them out, but I knew that would only make them madder. She yelled back at him about how she needed her car, that she couldn’t get her house-work done without it. He laughed at her, asking “what work”, then ignored her retort as he sat down next to me with a beer. When he kept ignoring her, she turned on me and screamed “go upstairs and get ready for dinner!” I felt mad that I’d done nothing wrong but I was the one who got yelled at. As a I went up the stairs, I could still hear them arguing. Dad’s favorite line followed behind me up the steps, echoing loudly, “Cut me some slack, ok?!” 

––––––––
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The protests didn’t stop with car mechanics, and neither did my parents’ arguments. Entire industries banded together in a massive nationwide protest. Utility workers, schools, colleges, professors, garbage collectors, airports, and even hospitals. They all refused to do their jobs, went on strike, and demanded better treatment. They cited the French Revolution and the 1960s race riots in Their strategy. The French— The biggest bunch of lazy cowards?! My dad and uncles yelled at the TV, sharing stories, declaring “it’s the post-war hippie era all over again!” 

They trained their members to boycott entire industries and run—I agree—"unfair” businesses that relied on slave labor, low pay, environmental destruction, or other forms of exploitation into the ground by refusing to shop there. But that left us with fewer and more expensive places to shop! They refused to vote for “immoral” candidates They didn’t endorse—so that Their candidates won more offices, got the most attention, got the most laws passed, and still they claimed it wasn’t enough. Their leaders were arrested, pressured to stand-down, or even died when riots broke out. Even then, they still wouldn’t stop—but I couldn’t understand why they kept going.

Then, the police sided with them. They stopped breaking up the picket lines and making arrests. They refused to interfere with any protest that didn’t use violence, which—I admit—was most of them. Americans everywhere were flabbergasted when the police began dropping their riot shields to their sides and just letting the protestors walk by, like the world’s worst bouncers. Some cops even joined in the protests and were justifiably arrested for it, but even that didn’t stop them. 

Instead, with the police supporting Them, that monstrous movement became a single beast formed by all the groups banding together into one, forming one massive group called the “People’s Union”. They claimed to be a single cause representing all oppressed peoples across America who felt they were being denied justice. The idea spread like wildfire. People’s Union banners were hung from every window, pole, and scrap of clothing. The cops that were still willing to work tried to arrest the union members that were making trouble, making them remove Their symbols too, but they couldn’t catch them all. Nearly everyone seemed to be on Their side. Normal people like us were scared to leave our homes, scared to go to work. My parents talked about moving again, more earnestly. We wondered who would make things go back to normal again? 

––––––––
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With the police force joining the People’s Union, the government had to call in the National Guard to stop the protests. They brought tanks, ATVs, and guns. They fired canisters of tear gas, used pepper spray, and shot rubber bullets into the crowds. Nothing worked. It only slowed the People’s Union down or made Them go to another town. They just kept marching on and chanting across America, like a hoard of mindless zombies with fists raised high in defiance. 

That’s when the news coverage started to change and the anchors started to openly agree with the People’s Union. The government tried to shut the stations down, claiming they were inciting riots, but they kept defiantly covering the protests and showing the injuries that peaceful protestors got. The news anchors would ramble about the stories of victims’ lives, framing the goodness behind why they were fighting back. They tried to make it sound like the protestors were being treated unfairly, as if they had a right to protest mistreatment. I thought that they did—I mean—I thought so, but Dad insisted it was staged, or an accident. “Real soldiers don’t hurt civilians” he’d say. A few of the protestors and news staff were unfortunately shot and killed in the chaos, but it didn’t stop them. They even claimed it was murder—assassinations—carried out by White Nationalists, corrupt cops, and corporate goons. The news became frantic either praising or condemning the union for Their alleged bravery. Even my parents seemed uncertain about who was right. I didn’t know what to think, so I just thought what my parents told me to.

Only the National Guard could control the crowds anymore, because everyone else was either too afraid to hurt civilians and get accused of murder, or too afraid of losing their jobs in retaliation for not agreeing with Their cause. Not all of the protests were peaceful, and even the ones that were still had no right to interrupt the whole country! Dad said it was absolute madness, like the whole damn country lost its mind. The People’s Union wanted action, and They were going to make us all pay for it. 

––––––––
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The turning point came in October, before elections, three years into the People’s Union crusade. They staged Their biggest protest yet in Washington DC, right outside of the White House. They demanded a radical overhaul of the Constitution to remove all the old laws that put anyone at a disadvantage. From civil rights to workers’ rights, They demanded equality for all. The debates went in circles with politicians saying America couldn’t afford that kind of equality while the People’s Union had research that said otherwise. They marched on, with Their propaganda blaring and banners flying, demanding a “lasting” solution. 

They didn’t get far before The National Guard stopped Them; the last domestic line of defense we had in the heart of America. Thousands of children had skipped school to join their parents in the People’s Union march. Policemen, teachers, students, families, firemen, and doctors, all marched in kind. Nearly everyone had come out in their work uniforms or People’s Union shirts to show their allegiance in the protest. It looked like a war zone along the capitol’s streets as The National Guard prepared for any fight that might come their way. 

I remember watching it on the morning news while I ate my cereal. I didn’t fully understand what was happening back then. I was too young. I asked my mom if I could skip school too, but she didn’t respond. Dad told me to shut up and held Mom’s hand tightly as they watched the TV. The entire American domestic military, and their weapons, moved in formation between the People’s Union and the White House. Even I knew it was serious then. I knew that tanks and barbed wire meant war—a war on the White House lawn. I put my spoon down and felt fear deep in my stomach, swimming around the cereal. From helicopters to fire hydrants, everything was poised to stop the protestors’ march while the rest of us could only watch the broadcast from home, terrified. 

As They got closer and closer, it was clear that They planned to march right through all the blockades and onto the front lawn of the White House, demanding to be heard by the President himself. They chanted into megaphones with signs held high like pikes. They wore thick clothes and masks to protect themselves from the anti-riot weapons. They looked like soldiers shouting war-cries. I just kept staring at the screen and thinking they were crazy. 

Once they got within fifty yards of the barricade, they stopped marching, but they never stopped chanting over and over again.


“Free the freedom-less, free the people!” 



I thought they’d never stop. It was so many people, so loud, we couldn’t even hear the reporter’s voice anymore. The only thing louder than Their chant was a single gunshot into the crowd. Someone from The National Guard’s side had fired. Only one person was hit—a little girl named Daisy holding a banner that read “Make love, not war”. The crowd went wild when she fell to the ground. Mom screamed. Dad flinched. I just stared, watching as the reporter fell to the ground too, half in self-defense, half from the surge of movement in the crowd. The camera switched to a helicopter above the scene. 

It was graphic and very real. The close-up clips of her body circulated on the web for years before they were shunned for being “too graphic”. I didn’t see much because Mom remembered I was there and sent me to my room in a hurry, but I did remember seeing Daisy falling, blood, and lots of screaming. The media was ravenous for days trying to figure out who’d fired the shot, but the feds refused to release the soldier’s name knowing he’d be torn to pieces in retaliation. 

In the years since, I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of parents let their child hold a banner with a sexual slogan on it like that. Don’t get me wrong, it’s horrible that a little girl died, but her parents never should have let her go there. My parents told me that a protest is no place for a child, ever, no matter how bad things are, and they were right. It was their fault.

The doctors and officers in the crowd did everything they could to help Daisy, but it was a fatal shot. She died on the pavement in under a minute. And still the protestors refused to leave. They screamed and raged against this newest casualty in broad daylight, barely contained by their leaders’ pleas for a calm formation. Murder or accident; this was Their final stand. They refused to move from Their positions for days— I think it was the whole week, but it’s hard to remember anything except how stressed my parents were. I got to stay home from school that day after all, but it wasn’t as fun as I thought it would be. I had nightmares about Daisy, or about being her. I hated her parents for what they did and making me see it. 

Meanwhile, Daisy became a martyr for the People’s Union. They rallied around the incident and exploited it for power, just like my dad said They would. No one dared to criticize the mourners, most of whom had never even met Daisy, much less really cared about her. They held a nationwide vigil for her, piling heaps of flowers, cards, candles, balloons, and stuffed animals around street shrines that displayed her smiling picture on top. Mom cried quietly when those were shown on the news, but dad just looked conflicted as he complained about “littering”. It solidified Them; the protest stayed strong, gaining even more outraged members. 

Back at the capitol, energized protestors took the place of tired ones, and runners dodged police batons to bring water to the front lines—sometimes using their own drones to drop supplies past the military blockades. People joined in to link arms together by the hundreds as tanks loomed over them, like they were playing a lethal game of chicken. Both sides were run like an equally dedicated military operation. No one could, or would, stop them. 

On the second to last day, The National Guard had enough. They stopped taking orders from the Pentagon, or anyone at all. They left everything where it was and abandoned their posts. They formed their own slogan and played it over the speakers of their parked vehicles and building PA systems everywhere. They were deafening together, engulfing DC, with speakers aimed directly at the White House as they screamed and cried. 


“It’s not worth it anymore!” 



What they meant was we—the American people and our way of life—weren’t worth it anymore. I kept hearing that slogan from my fellow Americans, the soldiers meant to protect us from Them. Because one little girl got hurt, the entire nation, under God, was abandoned. With no one left to stop Them, the protestors marched right up to the White House gates and surrounded the perimeter, still arm-in-arm. The President’s personal security forces weren’t big enough to handle the crowds, but they tried their best and somehow kept the gates shut. The People’s Union stood outside, with a tense air of diplomacy and decorum. 


Waiting. 



After another entire day of protesting and the People’s Union preventing anyone from entering or leaving the White House, the President surrendered. He just...gave up. He gave some grand speech about “hearing the American people’s voices united in their demands for justice and blah blah blah...” but we all knew what it really was. He sold us out to Them, and now no one could save us. No gun or fallout shelter would end or stop what we all knew was coming. He’d given Them everything. My family were beside themselves with grief and fear that I couldn’t understand. 

Hundreds of thousands of politicians around the country, from school principals to the President himself, began to have meetings for overhauling the government to meet the People’s Union’s demands. There was even a Constitutional Convention agreed on by a nearly unanimous margin. They broadcast all the meetings publicly so that the People’s Union could watch their every move and make sure Their agenda was being followed. They wanted absolute equality, equity, and justice for all. That included restitution and reparations for all African Americans descended from slaves, impossibly strict anti-discrimination laws, regulated wages, affordable housing, strict gun laws, a national union for all workers, and so on and on and on... Even forcing us to switch to the Metric system! Our teachers raved about this being a “historic time”, made every school day about politics, canceled our homework in favor of watching the news, and drove our parents crazy. It was the end of America as we knew it. They won. That’s how this American “liberal utopia” was born. 

––––––––
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Years later, I didn’t bother listening to the debates and arguments about the movement, even when it was covered in high school and college. So, maybe, rehabilitation has a point with the whole re-education thing. But I’d been warned by my parents and family how it was all propaganda and lies! They were all things designed to sound true so They could indoctrinate you. They’d start by telling you something about human rights that sounded reasonable, like how free condoms can prevent the spread of STDs, then end by telling you it was ok to murder a newborn baby. They were crazy! I just rolled my eyes in class and remembered enough to get a passing grade. 

History classes were the worst. They’d hired “diverse experts” to write new textbooks and changed the truth. In the new history books, America was founded by genocide and theft; George Washington was a hypocritical slave-hunter, Abraham Lincoln wasn’t the great abolitionist savior to be honored, slavery had never actually ended, and the witch trials were portrayed as sexist murder schemes. Organized religion became the enemy, confined to church grounds only, and LGBTQ people were suddenly “normal”, just like the rest of us. Colored people were always the victims, and White men were all maniacal money-grabbers who killed anyone in their way. White men like me. 

I sat in the back of every history class, or anywhere out of sight, because it felt like the whole point of those classes was to make me feel bad. I was born this way, I’m not the White person who did those things, but it felt like I was supposed to feel guilty for it anyway—like I should feel bad for existing. 

That’s the America I’m forced to live in now. My heritage as a hard-working American man is gone. Now, I’m an “imperialist invader” with the heritage of a murdering scumbag who hates anyone colored, female, secular, or gay. That’s absolutely false; I don’t care what my therapist’s stupid “bias tests” say! I have never seen those people as any different to anyone else. I don’t care about anyone’s ethnicity, gender, or love life. Frankly, I’d be happy if I never had to know someone’s sexual orientation again. No one else should have to know who you sleep with or what you identify as. 

It’s like America turned into a circus and let all the freaks run wild. These new laws are crazy. You see a guy with a beard, call him a guy, and suddenly you’re being punished. You tell a woman she looks good, and she can report you. That’s how I ended up in here! People lying about their identity!


Our government has gone insane. 
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Chapter 3
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Before now, my days were mostly boring routine. I worked in an office, like a lot of people. I was qualified for a better job, once upon a time. Then, They changed everything. I did everything I was supposed to do. I took out loans, got a four-year degree, picked a field I was interested in, graduated with not-great-but-not-horrible grades—but that boring office job was all it got me. Loans and a dead-end job I didn’t plan on were my consolation prize. But why? Why do I have loans to pay while new students get a cheaper tuition? Why did I have to settle for a job I didn’t even want? Why is it that I did everything right and didn’t get what I was promised? Because They decided to alter the labor laws so men like me couldn’t have an “advantage” in the job market. Now, every large business is required by law to hire with an “ethnicity ratio” in mind so it matches the current census data. It’s insane. That means, if you’ve got a hundred great White employees, too bad! You have to fire over forty of them to be replaced by Latino, African American, Asian, and any other non-White ethnic group members. Equality, my ass. It’s just the same plain old discrimination with a new name. 

Then, after those hiring laws were changed, the People’s Union said it wasn’t enough. They said those races on the census form “weren’t real” and needed to be addressed. Apparently, They wanted to end racism by making more racial groups or even declaring that saying the word “race” was racist. The real kick in the gut though was when They declared that companies had to hire based on qualifications, not college degrees. They said it was “financially classicist” to discriminate against applicants for not having a degree. Except I, and millions of other people, earned that degree! I took out loans to pay for it and I’m still paying for it! If someone wants to be more qualified for a job, then why don’t they go to college too? They can earn it like I did. Why do I have to be punished for their poor life choices? It’s like some kind of nightmare wonderland where up is down and left is right. I’ll never understand it—but I am trying. I have to, or I’ll never get out of rehab!

I will say that I’m glad that I at least got a job. It wasn’t what I planned on, but it beat working somewhere worse. I think a lot of us White men feel that way. I had a coworker, Steve, and he was a cool guy. He was one of the few people in the office who I felt comfortable around. He was a normal, middle-aged, fellow he/him kind of guy. One day, when They weren’t around to hear us, I was telling him about how depressing it was that I couldn’t get into the job I wanted. That my dream job company had filled their “White” quota, and I didn’t qualify with just my four-year degree anymore. I was left in the dust. Just another loser White guy. 

Steve tried to cheer me up. “It sounds like you just need more qualifications to compete. You could always apply again, right? Just get your resume expanded and give it another shot. It’s all equal opportunity out there, and you’ve done great work here since getting out of college. I wouldn’t mind being a reference, if you’d like.” He seemed eager to help me out, like he understood my frustration. 

I shrugged. “It’s just not that easy. I mean, look around, over half the office isn’t White or even men. What chance do I have?” 

He raised an eyebrow, as if concerned or confused, and looked around us at the sea of cubicles. “It looks like normal to me. A little over half are White hires, over half are women, and all of our ratios are up to standard with the current population.” He caught Terry’s eye and gave her a wave. I’d swear they were best friends sometimes, despite her being one of the Black ratio hires with less qualifications than us. I had to wonder why he even liked her. 

“Yeah, maybe, but it feels like less than that. I mean, Terry got in with no degree at all and she’s, what, sixty now? She’ll probably retire any day.” 

Steve gave me that fatherly look to scold me. He’d mastered it since his kids hit puberty. “She does great work. She had over twenty years of experience in her field with almost no promotions to show for it. Plus, she bakes delicious cookies every Friday. I think she’s great here.” 

He sat down in his chair and rubbed his back, clearly done with our conversation. “Ugh, I really need to put a request in to HR for a back support cushion. This chair sucks.” 

I supposed that was one improvement they’d made. All companies now had to make reasonable accommodations for any possible workplace injury or discomfort. That meant that we all had the best ergonomic gear for our workstations, to prevent injuries. Besides, the company was doing well so they could easily afford it. Some things made this new liberal utopia seem almost livable. Steve spoke up again and brought me back into the moment. 

“Besides, Terry has been really honest about how she can’t afford to retire, remember? She’s a proud single mom of four kids and she paid for each one’s college education at the old rate. She’s amazing. I hope she can retire once her and her kids’ reparations come through. Four college degrees... I can’t even imagine...” He trailed off and turned back to his screen. 

I could tell he was already back to thinking about his own kids and paying for their tuition, completely forgetting about my problems. I wanted to tell him about how it wouldn’t be so expensive to send his own kids to college if he wasn’t paying for hers too. Not to mention every other colored kid They thought deserved it more than we did. But I kept my mouth shut. Voicing my opinion on the topic of reparations could mean a trip to HR, and I did not want that. 

––––––––
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I think back on that day often. It was one of the last days before my own life went to shit. I walked to the Track Room after having lunch at my desk. I thought about my life, my accomplishments. Not much to think about, in all honesty. I didn’t have a girlfriend or anyone I was interested in. I was a Christian, saving myself for marriage, which meant there were almost no women out there for me to date. Women were all hooking up, all the time, as if they were men. They were just looking for sex without any commitment and having abortions all the time. Well, that wasn’t what I wanted. No casual sex or loose women aborting my children. I wanted to get married, sure. Maybe even have a kid someday. I just didn’t want to think of paying for more than one or having to take care of it. Kids sounded expensive. Maybe my wife would want to be a stay-at-home mother, though. Who wouldn’t want to just stay home and relax all day watching one kid? Then I’d come home, we’d have dinner, chat about our day, and maybe... Well, that was the point of being married, wasn’t it? 

I put it out of my mind and tried not to think about anything other than work. It wasn’t likely I’d ever meet someone like that, so why bother hoping? Real Christianity was practically dead since people had abandoned the real church for “alternative” worship and liberal ideologies. How was a real Christian man like me supposed to meet a woman who had the same Christian morals? I opened the glass door to the Track Room a little harder than I meant to; it clunked against the metal doorframe, making me feel guilty for putting a scratch in someone’s hard work. It was depressing to think about those topics, so I stopped and focused on the room instead. That was more relaxing than stressing over something so pointless. 

The Track Room felt like a peaceful spa as soon as you entered. It was pretty big, painted with nature scenes, and had lots of potted plants for “boosting productivity”. The center was a large wood-inlay oval, like a looped basketball course, with lanes for people to walk in on their breaks or do yoga in the middle. Apparently sitting still for seven hours a day five days a week isn’t healthy, so They made it mandatory for our office HR to maintain and provide a light exercise area to employees. Our company was pretty big and well-off, so we had the track inside our building, which we shared with the other offices around us. I wondered, more than once, why we had to pay for it and lose that space, but they all got to use it. I didn’t know the logistics of it, but it felt like a pretty generous arrangement. 

––––––––
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After spending most of my lunch hour walking around the track, I went back to my desk. I felt a bit better despite the disheartening conversation with Steve earlier. Would it be worth applying to my dream job again, or would it always just end in disappointment? I was still mulling it over when I saw one of the HR people pass through the aisle behind me. I felt my skin bristle; Them. They stopped just a few cubicles down, too far for me to hear, and whispered to Miranda. She was young, in her early twenties, and had been with the company for almost a year now. She was your typical blonde, bubbly, gossip-loving chick. For a split second, I was pleasantly surprised thinking they’d ask her to cover up that ridiculous skimpy top she was wearing. You could hardly see her face through all the cleavage she shoved into her tight shirt. Serves her right, I thought. I looked away as she left for the HR office, looking furious. 

A half-hour later she was back, still wearing that slutty top and a look of righteous indignation. I couldn’t help myself. I leaned back to whisper as she passed me.

“Hey, Miranda, what did they want?” 

She glowered at me for a moment, as if deciding who’s side I was on. Then, she spoke in a low sharp tone. “They told me that I wasn’t allowed to complain about the thermostat settings anymore. Said that it’s set for maximum comfort and efficiency for the weather, per the city standards, science says—" She formed air quotes with her fingers as she spoke and rolled her eyes. “Whatever that means. Apparently, if I don’t want to freeze to death, I have to put on a sweater!” She threw a hand in the air to show her outrage. 

I couldn’t believe it! She’d been dragged into HR for complaining. That’s it. And They’d had the nerve to tell her what to wear. “That’s BS!” I kept my voice as low as I could, but she nodded in agreement. Maybe we understood each other. 

“Yeah, that’s what I said! What is this, my parent’s house? But they’re not budging, so I guess I have to freeze today.” She hunched her shoulders in defeat and rubbed her arms. She did look pretty cold. I could see goosebumps on her arms. 

Steve leaned out to look at her. “It’s not much, but I have a spare shirt if you want something to keep you warm?” 

Her attitude changed from defeat to hope. “Really? You don’t have to.” She blushed, probably from shyness at wearing another man’s shirt. 

He pulled a folded button-up shirt from out of his desk drawer and held it out to her. “No worries at all, you never know when you’ll need one, so I like to keep it handy.” 

She grimaced and nodded, then smiled. “Yeah, that’s fair. Thanks, I’ll give it back soon. I guess I have to start keeping a sweater at work now.” She made a look like she was going to roll her eyes again then stopped. I guess she was still too embarrassed to react. 

He smiled and handed her the shirt. “Thanks,” she said, quickly taking it. 

After she went back to her cubicle, I looked at Steve. 

“Won’t your wife be mad?” 

He frowned. “Why? That shirt has been in my desk for ages.” I don’t think he was being coy, just dumb.

“Because you loaned your shirt to another woman. You don’t think that’ll upset her?” 

He sighed a little, looking annoyed, then turned back to face his desk. “No, John, my wife isn’t the jealous type, and she knows it’s just a shirt.” 

Yeah, he said that, but the implications were still there. I knew his wife wouldn’t feel the same way. 

––––––––
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The rest of that day was quiet. I clocked out and made my way to the train station outside with everyone else. The train was a whole thirty seconds late, unusual by modern standards. Some people grumbled about it, and I was tempted to join them. Once we got going, I just sat back and rested my head for the ride home. Another day, another dollar. 

I watched the highways go by outside, parallelling the tracks, and daydreamed about buying a car. I pictured myself driving home on that old highway with the windows down, enjoying the freedom to go where I pleased—like you could in old America. Cars were rare nowadays and almost non-existent in any city, replaced by trains and buses. Cars were only used by businesses or people living in the more rural areas where public transportation wasn’t as accessible, so the taxes on cars were lower. They’d decided that cars were wasteful and “killing the planet” so the government had restricted everything about them. To reduce CO2 emissions, cars were restricted nationally but especially in cities, to preserve air quality. Now, as I watched the roads that were left fly by my window, I noticed how empty they looked. Traffic was a thing of the past. I felt angry as I thought about how we could easily let more people drive cars in all that open space. I glared at an electric car as we passed it. Their environmental agenda was as pushy as Their social ones. 

I felt someone moving closer beside me. Then, speaking to me. 

“Bad day?” 

I turned to see a middle-aged woman beside me supporting her giant purse against her side. I tried to seem polite as I spoke. 

“No. Just thinking.” I tried to make it obvious that I didn’t want to talk. Unfortunately, instead of taking the hint, she opened her purse as something moved inside it. A little white dog. It was wearing a blue bow. I stared at it as it stared up at me, clearly hoping for something.

“He likes you! You can pet him if you want?” 

I switched to staring at her, instead. Her nonchalant smile felt weird to me. “I...don’t like dogs.” It was a lie, but I didn’t know what else to say. 

She looked shocked, then apologetic. 

“Sorry”, I sputtered, but she didn’t seem mad. 

“Oh, that’s ok!” She pulled her purse a little away from me, giving me space. 

The man on the other side of her leaned forward. “He’s really friendly. He loves riding the train.” 

The guy leaned right over the woman to pet the dog, but she seemed totally fine with it. I couldn’t believe it. I thought women wanted men to disappear, yet she was letting him into her personal space without a word. I smiled at him, feeling uncomfortable and confused. I decided to pet the dog to make them go away. It was pretty friendly. Once we stopped petting it, it turned around in the purse and laid down for a nap. The woman smiled at me, like she’d won somehow. 

“I hope your day gets better.” I managed a half-smile in return, nodded, then went back to staring out the window. Back to staring at my unreachable dreams and following my train of thought, without interruptions. 

––––––––
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America used to have almost one car per person. A complete freedom of movement. Now it was down to only half of that. All thanks to Them. Why take away all the cars when “global warming” never even happened? They screamed and cried for years about this supposed apocalypse, shoving these horrifying overblown statistics in our faces about shifting climates, fires, flooding, and droughts. They put all these new emissions, production, recycling, and safety laws in place, and now it’s like climate change never existed—just poof—gone. All the scientists patted themselves on the back for “saving” us from something they clearly made up. 

Those environmental laws applied to ALL industries too, which jacked up the prices everywhere. No more “planned obsolesce costs” thanks to big government. I guess that is one other thing they did right... Things last longer now, work better, get passed down like heirlooms, and don’t clutter up landfills. Half the time, if people want something, they’ll just borrow it from someone or rent it. Even in my neighborhood, there was a communal garage where we could borrow tools and equipment we didn’t want to buy. The logic behind it was that if we shared one lawnmower, then we all saved money by not having to each buy one. 

It was depressing. We all lived like we were in poverty, being forced to live in smaller homes, sharing things we could just go buy ourselves. I’ll admit houses are built better, but they’re so small compared to the tacky old “McMansions” that used to be everywhere. And why should we have to share everything we own when we could just all buy one and solve the problem? I tried not to think about it. At least all the greenspaces and parks everywhere were a nice change. Too bad they were created by force, taking money from the businesses and workers to pay for plants other people got to enjoy. 

I looked out at the last edges of the city going by, then the urban sprawl. The very beginnings of suburbia with families laughing and playing in the afternoon sun because they didn’t know any better. They felt happy because they didn’t know how much better America could be. I watched it all float by and dreamed of the day I would take this exact route. Exactly like this, but better, because it would be in a car. 

––––––––
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I got off the train, same as every day, and walked the short distance to our house. My mom and I lived together in a nice townhouse near the edge of the city, where it was quiet. We didn’t need much space, especially since dad passed away. I think that was the big thing that kept me there, worrying about Mom being alone. It’s not like she couldn’t take care of herself or anything, but I didn’t like the thought of leaving her all alone, and I wanted to save up for a car. It worked for both of us. 

I saw her out front talking with the Indian neighbors who had recently moved in. Great, I thought, I wonder what weird shit they’ll bring with them. I waved as I came over from the sidewalk and she said goodbye to them. She had something in her hands and held it up to me. It was a flat packet of aluminum foil. 

“I just met the Johnsons. Indira brought over some naan bread to say ‘hello’. They’re really nice.” She led the way inside while I just listened to her ramble. “They have two little boys I might babysit from time to time. Don’t worry. They won’t be here by the time you get home from work. I know how much you like the quiet.” I did, and I was glad she understood. I shrugged, feeling annoyed but also indifferent. 

“It’s your house, Mom, but thanks.” 

She smiled gratefully at me and left to grab two plates from the kitchen. I dropped my bag by the couch and turned on the TV. At least that hadn’t changed. Everyone still had a TV and all their personal technology. They hadn’t banned cellphones for being “detrimental to the environment” —yet. Tech was great, sure, but annoyingly took the place of everything else. It did everything for us and replaced more and more of what we used to do ourselves. The damn things could read minds if you let them. I had a phone, yeah, but I had almost everything disabled on it and rarely used it. I didn’t need a machine doing my thinking for me or spying on me. I’d already talked my mom out of getting one of those fitness watches that tracked everything for you. She thought it would be convenient and harder to lose track of, but I told her it was creepy, and it wasn’t any better than a cellphone. Thankfully, I won that argument. 

Mom came back from the kitchen and handed me a plate with the flat doughy bread on it. I took it and stared at it. It kind of looked like a slice of unfinished pizza cooked on a sidewalk. It was plain, and weird, but smelled good. I decided it was safe to try. 

“Thanks. So, how was your day?” 

She sighed and ripped a piece off her bread. “Well, first I went to the doctor again.” 

I ignored my bread and stared at her. “That’s your second visit in a month. Are you ok?” I asked. 

She looked annoyed but went on, ignoring me. “Because the arthritis meds they gave me before aren’t working. They did some more tests and—”

I had to cut her off. “I know it’s free now, but you can’t go every time you feel like something’s wrong with you—” 

She snapped back at me. “John!” 

I put up my hands in apology, then started ripping my bread too. I didn’t want to deal with a fight right after work, but she went to the doctor for everything. It annoyed me. “Sorry, sorry, go on.” 

She chewed for a moment while looking me over disapprovingly. Then she made an appreciative “mmm” sound and went on. “It is ‘free’, so to speak, and that’s a good thing. I can’t live my life or babysit two toddlers if I’m in too much pain to move.” 

I doubted it was that bad, but I kept it to myself. She was always lively at home, she seemed fine, and she never hesitated to get what she needed. Ever since dad died, it was like she’d gone on some kind of health kick and changed overnight. She was always focused on her health now, saying exactly what she thought about everything, including me. It pissed me off. 

“Then don’t babysit them. You’re retired. Why do you have to take care of two brats when you should be doing something you like?” Apparently, that was too much. 

She dropped her hands to her plate and looked angrily at me. “They’re not brats. They’re children, like you used to be. And they’re both great children with bright futures ahead of them. They’re very bright, even for their age.” 

I resisted rolling my eyes at that, but kept eating the naan bread. It was actually really good. You can never go wrong with bread, it seems, no matter how weird it looks. I avoided eye-contact with her as she stood, so she wouldn’t feel like yelling again. She walked back to the kitchen.

“It’s your night to cook. Don’t forget! I’m going to go upstairs to work for a while.” She dusted her hands over her plate and turned towards the stairs. 

I looked at her, confused and annoyed as she walked away. “You’re retired. What work?” 

She looked pissed again and stopped on the stairs to look back at me. “Work, John. Planning for babysitting, researching more about my arthritis, taxes.” 

I got the gist and put up a hand to show I understood and apologized. “Ok, sorry. Let me know if you need anything.” 

“I will, thank you.” She smiled flatly back. 

I went back to watching the TV and switched it over to the car sports channel, hoping to catch some reruns. Even sports weren’t the same since They came into power. There were no more high-budget explosive events with real cars being raced or crashed. Most things were just CGI now with a boring plot, feminist characters ruining everything, and lots of special effects to make it look real. It just wasn’t the same. Most people didn’t care, they said it looked just as good, but I could tell the difference. Something was lost in the art form and sport of it all by knowing it wasn’t real action out there. Was it less wasteful and harmful to the environment? Maybe. But it also lost its authenticity and half the appeal— At least to me. Why would I want to watch a movie about some random woman winning a race to save the world? She wasn’t better than a man. She wasn’t hot or special or appealing to me at all. Why keep casting women for roles that were better suited to a man anyway? I flicked through a few other channels before finally giving up on finding anything good to watch. 

––––––––
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I made soup that night. It was the start of fall so the night felt chilly. Mom and I watched the news together, the one channel we could agree on, until I couldn’t stomach anymore and went up to bed. I was sick of seeing the country fall apart piece by piece. I forgot to do the dishes before I left but—as usual—Mom went and did them before I could anyway. If she had such bad arthritis, why did she insist on doing everything? She’d always been the cranky type for as long as I could remember; I just couldn’t understand why. It felt like women lived in their own world. But, looking back now, I realize that I just didn’t understand her. If I had just listened to her, I would’ve understood everything. 
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Chapter 4
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I remember the day I first saw Emily, and I’ll never be able to forget it. I was on my lunch break, walking in the Track Room. I was thinking about trying to get together with friends when—suddenly—she passed me on the track. She smelled like flowers as she walked by; her red hair bounced on her shoulders. At first, I was annoyed. The scent of her perfume was strong. It felt like she was all over the place. At the same time, it wasn’t bad. Her hair though... At first, I thought it was one of those gaudy hair dye jobs women get to look like redheads. But, when she passed me the second time, I saw that it was real. 

I couldn’t really turn and look at her without looking like a creep, so I just kept walking and tried to stay out of her lane. Turned out, I could actually see her better that way. She was gorgeous. A true redhead with a small frame, curvy waist, freckled nose, and full of energy as she strolled by. She didn’t even seem to be breaking a sweat as she nearly ran around the track. Maybe it was because she was on the shorter side with longer legs than torso. 

I didn’t think much of it until I was back at my desk. I was bored and got lost in my thoughts. She was attractive, sure, but I knew nothing about her. She didn’t have a pride flag on her, so maybe she was straight? She actually didn’t have any political junk or tokens on her. Who was she? If she was from our office then talking to her was out of the question. Inter-office relationships were outright prohibited by HR. I thought that maybe someone might know who she was, but it would be too embarrassing to ask around the office. 

––––––––
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I sat in my frustration for two weeks. I’d see her occasionally at the Track Room, but she never spoke to me or anyone really. One day I was telling Steve about it and he actually laughed at me. 

“You can just go talk to them. You know that, right?” 

I felt embarrassed, but too mad to show it. “I know I can, but it’s... It’s not that easy.” I said with a shrug. 

He looked genuinely confused. “Why not? They’re a person like anyone else and all you want to know is who they are.” 

I resisted the urge to sigh in frustration before I spoke. He just didn’t get it. “What if she accuses me of harassing her? And she is a she. Just say she’.” That was maybe a bit much, saying that went against Their policy and, of course, probably HR. He looked a little nervous and annoyed, obviously afraid of HR too, but relented. 

“Talking to someone new isn’t harassment. It’s just being friendly. I know they’re probably a she/her, but you can’t assume that. It’s impolite, rude even.” He had a point, as much as I hated to admit it. 

“You’re right. Ugh... I just want to know, you know?” I laughed, sheepishly. 

“If you really like her, this is not the way to go about it.” He kept smiling and went back to working. Wise guy. He has no idea what it’s like to date in this feminist regime. I took what he said to heart though and kept working. Kept thinking. 

––––––––
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The moment I finally met her could not have been more embarrassing for both of us. We were both coming out of the bathrooms—me from the men’s bathroom and her from the gender-neutral one. Those types were becoming the norm everywhere but, at least at work and home, I preferred to have some dignity while I peed like a man. Her head almost hit me in the chest and my hands hit her shoulders to stop her. 

“I’m so sorry!” We both spluttered it out. Then, to my absolute horror, I saw my wet handprints on her shoulders, standing out horribly on her red top. She took a step back in shock. 

I stammered, “Oh my God! That’s bad. I’m so sorry.” 

She saw my expression and turned her head to look at her shoulders with a confused look. Then, she laughed. It was a great laugh. “Well, at least I know you wash your hands.” She slapped a hand over her mouth and turned beet red. “I am so, so sorry. That was really sexist of me. I know men wash their hands too— I was kidding— I didn’t mean all men or anyone or...” 

She was so funny to watch that I started laughing too. 

She relaxed and wrung her hands apologetically while trying to think of something to say. “I’m Emily, she/her, and you are?” She smiled at me nervously but warmly. 

I stuck my hand out to her. “I’m John, he/him.” For once, it felt good to say my pronouns and hear hers in kind. Hers. 

She reached for my hand and shook it. “Nice to meet you. Do you work here?” She twirled a finger around the room. 

I nodded. “Yeah, my company owns this building. You?” 

She smiled again, looking more relaxed. “I work next door, at a different firm, but I like to come here every day for the really nice walking track you have. I love the ambiance here. Your office does a great job.” She gestured at all the plants and the big skylight that showcased the clear skies above. 

It started to feel like office small talk—a little awkward. My hands were stuffed in my pockets because I didn’t know what else to do with them. I looked like an idiot, but I realized this was probably the best shot I was going to get to talk to her. 

“Yeah, me too, it’s nice. Wanna walk together sometime?” 

She hesitated at first, which made me feel like an idiot for suggesting it. Then, she bobbed her head like a bird in a sort of nod. “Yeah, I think that would be nice. But I do walk really fast, so don’t feel bad if you have to ask me to slow down. It might be awkward, but if that’s ok?” 

I smiled to make her feel better, and to make me feel better since I still felt like a clumsy ass. 

“Yeah, that’s fine, totally fine.”

She smiled again. “Ok, cool.” 

We paused for a moment in awkward silence, then moved over to the track. My heart started to pound. I took my hands out of my pockets and tried to move naturally. Say something, idiot. I spoke first. 

“So uh, bathrooms?” 

She snorted out a laugh, but it was actually really cute. “Bathrooms! Who decided to put the doors right next to each other like that? How’s a klutz like me supposed to get around?” 

I shrugged. “It’s my fault though, I came around the corner too fast. Sorry about that.”

She shrugged it off. “Apology accepted. Don’t worry. I’m sure I would’ve run into you at some point anyway. I’m always running into things. It’s my defining feature!” She gestured to herself with her hands then clapped them behind her back as she slowed down to my pace. 

“Well, enough about me and my awkwardness. What about you?” 

I was so happy to finally have a chance to talk to her that I felt like I was grasping at straws for conversation, but we managed. 

––––––––
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Lunch flew by in a blur, and I don’t think it could’ve gone better. As we were parting our separate ways down the hall, she called out to me. 

“See you tomorrow! I’m glad I don’t have to change my lunch time now to avoid the mortification of bumping into you.” She tightened her ponytail, looking shy but happy, and waved goodbye. 

I waved back, smiling like a fool. “And I’m glad you bumped into me! Even if it happens again. See you tomorrow!” 

She kept waving and backed into a bench, almost falling over. She was beet red again. “Oh my God. Oh-kay, I’m going now. Byeee!” She spun around the bench and powerwalked down the hallway. 

I wish I could go back in time and tell myself to run. To stay away from her— That she wasn’t real. That she was the woman who’d ruin my life. But it’s too late. 

––––––––
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It’s wild how much some small thing can change so much of your life. Just talking to Emily a few times a week had me feeling lighter, happier even. We weren’t dating or anything, but being near her made me happy. I guess I had a crush on her or something, as mortifying as that is for me to admit now. She seemed happy to be around me too. She smiled and slowed down for me whenever I joined her in the Track Room. We talked about work, her church, the world, and sometimes family stuff. 

One day my mom came up in conversation. I felt like I could trust Emily, so I mentioned how I didn’t understand my mom. 

“It’s like...she’s always mad. I don’t know why. I’ve tried to be nice to her loads of times, but nothing seems to help. She just grumbles and does everything around the house by herself.” 

Emily was quiet while she thought it over. Whenever something kind of serious came up, she’d give it an extra second to think before she spoke. I admired that. She knew when to give a one-liner and when to hold back. She took a breath and spoke carefully. 

“I think...your mom maybe just doesn’t know what to say? I think you should just ask her about what’s bothering her and see what she thinks.” She looked up at me to see what I thought. What I thought was my mom would kill me. Us? Talk? 

“Are you sure I can just do that? What if she bites my head off?” 

She slowed down a little more, so I did too. “So? What if she does? She’s your mom. It’s not like you can’t talk to each other about these things, right? I mean, you live in the same house, and you’ve always known each other. If you can’t talk to each other about the hard things, then who can you talk to about those things?” 

She had a point, sort of. Mom and I hadn’t really gotten any closer over the years, but we still loved each other. I knew that. So maybe I just had to try the direct approach. 

“Yeah... It’s just been so long since we’ve really talked. I think the last time was Dad’s funeral, maybe?” We were getting to the end of our lunch break and exiting the track. We stopped just outside the hall door, away from other people. I had an idea. 

“If you had to have this talk with your parents, who you haven’t really talked to in years, how would you start it?” 

She looked at her watch and turned off the alarm, looking torn. She always wore one of those fancy fitness watches that tracked everything for her. I didn’t hold it against her though. 

“I can spare another minute. I honestly think—I know it sounds silly—but get her something she likes! Maybe some wine or tea or something to just sit and talk like good friends do. Just think of her like an old friend that you’re reconnecting with. Don’t put too much pressure on each other. There’s no time like the present!” Her watch went off again and she swore at it to be quiet. 

I mulled over what she’d said. 

She coyly pushed her hair behind her ear. “Hey, sorry I have to go, I have a meeting. But I think you should talk to your mom and...I hope it goes well for you two. Maybe this is a chance she’s been waiting for too.” She smiled encouragingly as she waved goodbye. 

I took a step towards her and called out. “Hey, Emily, thanks!” 

She paused—without running into anything this time—and called back. “Any time! See you tomorrow, friend!” 

Friend. Wow, we were friends already. I couldn’t help the stupid smile on my face. It felt like I was shaking the dust off my mind whenever I talked to her, and she made my life feel less boring. 

––––––––
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Later, I stood in the grocery store trying to decide what to get my mom. I was pretty sure I was overthinking things, but the rows and rows of tea were overwhelming. I only ever drank coffee; I had no idea tea was so complicated. It came in decaf and caffeinated, like coffee, but also green, white, black, oolong, herbal, hot, cold, iced, instant, loose, bagged... I took a gulp of air and reached for the green box I was pretty sure I usually saw in the cupboard at home. Then I grabbed a cheap bottle of wine too, just in case. 

I felt so tense on the train ride home. I kept wondering how my mom would react to me trying to talk to her. Maybe she’d just make small talk, or maybe she’d blow me off. As nervous as I was, I didn’t really have anything to lose. Emily was right. 

––––––––
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I thought about it more on my short walk over from the train stop. Mom was out front talking to the neighbor again, and she was smiling. She handed the neighbor woman a tin of something. It looked like a pie tin. When was the last time she baked something, I wondered. I waved at them both as I walked up and Mom’s smile faltered a bit. I wondered what it was about me that just made her clam up like that. That new neighbor—I couldn’t remember her name—smiled in greeting as I joined them. 

“Hello, John, it’s lovely to meet you too now. Your mother has told me all about you and your job in the city.” She spoke without an accent and reached out her hand for me to shake. That was refreshing. No confusing accent and some standard courtesy. 

I shook her hand. “Hello, nice to meet you too, Mrs....?” She wasn’t bothered by me assuming her pronouns. Then again, she probably knew my mom had already told me. 

“Oh, just Indira, please! Though the formality is touching.” She smiled at my mom in appreciation as Mom tried to smile back in that awkward way she did when something was bothering her. I noticed two little boys clutching to Indira’s dress, almost hidden under her shawl. She reached behind each of them and nudged them forward. 

I raised my hands out to each of them. 

“Vikash, Akash, come forward. Don’t be shy. This is our new neighbor, John, he/him.” 

They puffed up their chests and reached out with stiff hands, looking like tiny politicians on campaign. I couldn’t help but laugh. They were cute kids, and maybe they wouldn’t be so bad. I took each of their hands in each of mine.

“Nice to meet you two gentlemen.” They let out a puff of air in a giggle and returned to their mother’s side. I smiled and gave them a small wave. “Cute kids. How do you say their names?” 

She smiled indulgently, I’m sure she had to explain them all the time to people. “Vee-kass and Ah-kash, he/him. They’re very traditional names.” 

I smiled at the two boys and repeated the names back in my head so I wouldn’t forget. I remembered Mom saying that she’d be babysitting them. It still seemed like a bad idea to me, but it was her choice, I guess. “They seem pretty unique to me. I’ve never heard them before.” 

Her smile waivered with what looked like confusion, then she seemed to relax and nodded knowingly. “No more than ‘John and James’, I’m sure you’ll get used to them as we get to know each other.” 

We talked a bit more about family stuff and small talk. Eventually, I said goodbye and went inside to get away from the chatter. I hoped Mom wouldn’t stay out there for hours and forget that it was her turn to cook. Mom always talked forever with neighbors. I’d hated that since I was kid. Why did she need to spend ages talking to them when they’re just stopping by? 

I left the things I’d bought in the kitchen and sat down to watch the sports channel before Mom came in. This was a rare chance to watch the TV by myself. We only had one, so I couldn’t hog it too much or she’d complain. I got lucky and caught a re-run of an old stunt show where they tested how strong old tanks were by shooting them with artillery. I always loved seeing how impressive old military tech was. That was before They cut its funding for “more important growth” and focused on digital warfare. That was impressive too, in its way, but it lacked the real grit and fire of war. I thought about grabbing a beer, but it was kind of early, not even after dinner yet. I would’ve gone out to the bar with friends, but I didn’t really feel like it. Especially since I had already decided to talk to my mom later. 

After what felt like an hour, Mom finally came inside and started working in the kitchen. I turned around to look at her, and she seemed happy, still smiling. I wondered if it was because of the neighbor. Maybe having them around would make her feel better. When she saw the wine, she stopped smiling and looked nervous instead. I wondered if she was about to be mad again.

“What’s the wine for?” 

I braced myself for her wrath and muted the TV. My peaceful time alone had officially ended. “I got it for after dinner; I thought maybe we could talk.” 

She was stunned. She just stared at me like she’d never seen me before. “I thought you didn’t like wine. What’s going on?” 

That tone pissed me off. “If you don’t like it, you don’t have to drink it. I was just trying to be nice.” 

She was frowning at that point, arms crossed, probably ready to yell at me. But she looked back at the wine, noticed the tea, picked up the box, then set it down. “Are you in trouble?” 

I was about ready to give up on the whole thing, but I remembered what Emily said about not knowing what to say. In a moment of insight, I realized that maybe...neither of us just knew what to say. I sighed and—stupidly—just gave it up. Why was I so bad at talking to people?!

“I was worried that maybe you weren’t doing ok, so I just wanted to talk about it. That’s all. I was just trying to be nice.” I was ready to turn back to the TV and let her yell, but she got quiet instead. 

She picked up the bottle and looked it over, like it was delicate or something. “Do I look that bad?” She laughed a little, and I wondered what she meant. I was so dumb back then not to notice how much she’d changed. I only thought about myself and her anger at me, like she was some boogeyman I lived with.

“No? You just...seem like you’re angry all the time. I thought maybe you had something you wanted to say or— I don’t know.” That admission felt embarrassing. I was beginning to doubt the whole point of this... Now I wish I’d pushed harder, been kinder.  

She turned away, leaning her arms against the counter, and let out a long breath. Her voice sounded weird, groggy even, like she’d just woken up. 

“Oh, John, I’ve been angry for a looong time. Do you want some?” She reached into the cabinet for a wine glass and looked at me. 

I nodded, a little bewildered by her behavior. She brought over the glasses and started to pour the wine. I felt like I had to keep talking or I’d lose this chance—and she’d turn back into the angry boogeyman. I rambled on. “It just feels like I can’t talk to you, like everything I say makes you mad.” 

She shook her head. “I’m not mad at you, John. I’m just...mad. Depressed. I have been for years and now... I feel like it hardly matters.” She handed me a glass and stared off into the distance. Even then, I missed every sign, every hint, that she was unwell because I didn’t care enough about her.

I knew roughly what depression was thanks to another annoying class in high school, one worse than history; the dreaded sex ed class. The class where we had to learn all the things that They thought we should know like sexuality, mental health, physical health, types of abuse, and all that junk. It used to be just Phys Ed. and “the talk”, which was bad enough, but They’d made it so much worse. I tried to recall what I’d learned in that class, but all I could remember was that depression made people sad, not mad. I let my frustration get the better of me. 

“Then why do you snap at everything I say?” 

She looked annoyed and ready to fight again. “Why do you snap at everything I say?” 

I felt that old itch to fight back bubbling up inside me, ignoring my better judgement. “No, I don’t!” I said, giving her an incredulous stare. I was the one reaching out, and she had the nerve to point fingers at me? This was just like her for trying to do something nice! I’d always done my part as her son. I got her flowers and things for all the holidays, and I did my part around the house. It was never enough for her. All my resentment towards her came bubbling up and blinded me. 

She had that thousand-yard stare as she looked at me, with one corner of her mouth making a smile. It felt like she was trying to mock me. I huffed, gave up on this whole thing, and unmuted the TV to watch it. She just stared at the screen with me for a bit. Why was it always so hard for me to be the bigger person with her?

After a few minutes, she suddenly started talking again. “Even before you were born, I had depression. It just got worse with time, especially as your dad and I worked together trying to raise you. We just didn’t get along and that made things so hard...” She trailed off and rubbed a hand over her eyes like she was tired. 

I finally noticed that she did look pretty worn out. I still didn’t like the idea of her caring for those kids, well-behaved or not. It looked like she didn’t have the energy for it. 

“Yeah, Dad could be difficult sometimes. It’s too bad he’s not around anymore.” I tried to give her a sympathetic look, but she just stared into space. I hadn’t yet realized that neither of us missed him as much as people usually missed a father or husband... Probably because he wasn’t much of either; I knew that, even back then, but it felt wrong to admit it. 

“You’re a lot like him sometimes. It’s hard to know how to talk to you or if you’re listening to what I’m saying.” I felt the exact same way about her. It was a bit offensive to hear her say it, but at least I could understand what she meant. 

“That’s a bit harsh, but I get it.” 

She looked at me like she was going to be mad, then stopped and sipped her wine. “It hasn’t been easy raising you. And sometimes I feel like I didn’t do a good job...” That hurt, because I was thinking about my own pride instead her perspective—her intention. She took another sip then fidgeted with her glass. I realized I hadn’t even touched mine yet. 

I muted the TV again and looked at her, dead in the eyes. I thought about the job I’d wanted and how things were. It was nice to hear she cared, but she could at least consider my feelings before she spoke. I thought I was being so mature by speaking to her politely when I was actually furious. No, I think I was just being petty.

“I’m all grown up now, and I’m doing alright. Yeah, I didn’t get my dream job, but it’s not like I’m failing at life or anything.” I gestured at the air, nothing in particular, then dropped my hand to my lap in annoyance. The words had come out more bitter than I meant them to, but I thought she deserved it for making me sound like a regrettable failure. I reached for my wine, ready for a drink, something to calm my nerves. It wasn’t too bad for wine. 

Mom sighed and turned her glass around and around in her hand. It was annoying. 

“I don’t mean that. I’d be happy no matter where you worked. I just want you to be happy. I wish you were out with friends or seeing someone. I just worry that you’re...not happy.” I thought she was taking shots at me again, pointing out all my flaws and trying to make me feel guilty for it. Just like she always did. 

“I am happy. I’m just working on getting the things I want. That’s all.” I leaned away from her, into the couch, and facing the TV like an angry kid. I decided that, if she was just going to insult me and criticize my life choices, then we weren’t going to get anywhere. 

I took another drink and looked back at her, temper flaring. “Can’t you just be nicer to me? Stop snapping at me all the time and cut me some slack?!” 

She grimaced as I said that. Then I remembered that it was what Dad used to say when she got on her nagging sprees. It had always made her so mad that she’d just put her hands up in resignation and finally do herself whatever it was she wouldn’t drop. 

This time, she braced herself like I’d hit her but didn’t back down. “I will try, John. I want to be your mother and be there for you. I’ve been thinking lately though... I am getting older, and it is hard to do things around the house.” Oh boy, here it comes, I thought. And I was right. “I think we need to split the housework fifty-fifty; I just can’t do it all anymore.” 

I regretted ever trying to have this stupid talk. It was always like this. “It IS fifty-fifty! If it’s too hard for you to do that, then why are you looking after those kids?!” 

She looked ready to give up too, but she found resolve somewhere and kept pushing. “Things aren’t fifty-fifty, and we both know that! I tend to do the extra chores around here, and I could really use your help. If I want to take care of those boys in my spare time, then that’s my choice. I don’t have to ask you for permission!” 

I felt like she was deliberately ignoring the fact that she could do exactly what she was doing if she just didn’t watch those kids! They were the ones taking up her extra energy so she couldn’t do other work. 

“Fine! I’ll help out more but I’m not doing more than fifty-fifty. And you have to stop doing my chores before I get a chance to!” 

She bobbed her head incredulously as she laughed. I decided the wine was going to her head and considered reaching over to take it away from her. She looked at me, insulted. 

“If you did them on time, then I wouldn’t feel the need to! I’m not going to leave dishes in the sink and laundry in the machine until they mold!” 

We glared at each other. 

This was exactly why we never talked. It always turned into a blame-game of who was worse. I was sick of it. “They’re my dishes and my laundry. I can do them when I want!” 

She gave up, smacking her half-empty wine glass onto the table, and stood up. I couldn’t tell if she wanted to cry or scream. I just stared at her, daring her to try either of them. 

“I’m only asking you for what’s fair. Please, John. Just do things when they need to be done.” She turned and left, into the kitchen, but she didn’t start cooking anything. Instead, she started making herself a sandwich. I couldn’t believe it. 

“What are you doing? It’s your night to cook. What do I eat?!” It was such a juvenile question in hindsight. 

She slammed a cupboard and took her plate up the stairs, yelling back over her shoulder. “It’s just a sandwich, John! Make it yourself!” 


And that was that. 



I mumbled to myself, “Well, fuck you too, Mom.” What a waste of my evening, time, and money. I made myself a stupid sandwich and watched TV the rest of the night. I feel...regret thinking back to that night. I wasn’t as kind as I should’ve been, sure, but wasn’t she in the wrong too? She was, right?

––––––––
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The next day I was a bit nervous to talk to Emily again because I knew she’d ask how things went with my mom. I sat at my desk and mulled things over. It hadn’t been a total waste of time. I got some answers, but I was hoping for something more. Something better? I guess I was hoping that a talk would be enough to fix things between us. I did a quick search online for how long it took to cure depression but that wasn’t very helpful. Besides, I didn’t want the spyware bots to see my searches and start thinking I needed help or, way worse, that I was a crazy person. I decided to just give up on it for the time being. Some progress was better than none, and maybe she’d start seeing a therapist for her problems and lighten up. Emily’s advice hadn’t been all bad; I decided it just wasn’t enough to deal with my mom’s personality. 

––––––––
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I finally decided to go to the track, like usual, and tell Emily just the one bit of good news and leave out the bad parts. I didn’t want her to feel embarrassed that it hadn’t gone well. Plus, things had been going so well with us that I didn’t want to ruin that either. 

Emily was already waiting for me in the Track Room. She got there before I did, which was unusual. I couldn’t help feeling like maybe she’d been worried about how it went. Maybe worried about me? I couldn’t help but smile at the thought. She smiled back at me, and it was like an unspoken bond. She raised her arm in a little half-wave before we met up on the track. She got right down to it. 

“Sooo, how did last night go?” She smiled expectantly, and I felt guilty for disappointing her. 

“It was ok. I mean, it takes a lot to get through to my mom.” The half-truth worked. Emily didn’t seem upset in the least. She just gazed up at me with a knowing, humoring, smile. 

“Ah, parents. They’re like that sometimes. At least you tried, right?” 

I nodded in agreement, really appreciating how understanding she always was. I wondered if maybe she knew about how to cure depression too. That way, no one would think I had it from me asking around. 

“Um... She did mention one thing though. She said she had depression and wasn’t doing well.” I shot Emily a nervous glance. To my surprise and horror, her face had completely changed from warm kindness to deeply concerned. 

“I’m so sorry, that’s terrible. Is she seeing anyone?” 

I laughed at the idea of my mom seeing anyone, especially after Dad. Then I realized what she meant by the slightly offended look on her face. My nerves had addled my brain. “I mean no...not dating. You meant a doctor, right?” 

She still looked concerned, but also amused now. “A therapist, yeah. Not a boyfriend.” 

I felt like such an idiot. How would I convince her I wasn’t a total moron now? I tried to think of an excuse. “You probably think I’m a total dumbass now.” 

She smiled awkwardly but didn’t leave. “Nah, I’m the same way sometimes. Human interactions are hard.” She made a goofy face, then a robot sound, and we both relaxed. 

I had to turn this around somehow, make her like me again. “I mean, I’m not a doctor, so I just don’t know how to help her.” 

Emily seemed to know exactly what I meant. She took a deep breath and sighed. “I know, it’s really hard to be there for them and know what to say. The best thing we can do is just support them, not judge, and help them when they ask for it.” 

None of that sounded like it would help my mom; except maybe helping her more on the days when she was really out of it. But how would that change anything in the long-term? Could you really cure depression with just a helping hand once in a while? 

I shrugged. “If that’s all we can do, then I guess so. It’s still hard.” I gave a philosophical nod. What if what my mom needed was a live-in caretaker? I couldn’t do all that for her. If what she needed was someone to smile, nod, and placate her, then do all her chores, she’d have to find that kind of care elsewhere. 

––––––––
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For the rest of work, I wondered what else I could do to help Mom. I really did want to do something for her. I thought maybe there were answers elsewhere, so I reached out to some of my friends and we agreed to meet at the bar that night. I didn’t really feel like seeing my mom when I got home, plus I wanted to tell them all about Emily. 

Our favorite place was a loud old-fashioned sports bar near the train station. You could say anything you wanted there, and no one could even hear you to care. It was great. Our own little pocket of freedom. I went straight there after work and didn’t bother counting how many beers I had after I sat down at the bar. It was Friday, and I’d be taking the train home, not a car, so being tipsy was fine. I felt completely relaxed sitting in that dark ambience, surrounded by TVs blasting all sorts of sports simultaneously. It was pretty much a men-only bar, but it couldn’t be advertised that way. Instead, the owner just made sure to run it in a way that targeted men’s preferences, making us feel comfortable, and only hired waitresses. The only other men there were bartenders. That sounds bad on paper, but you have to understand, it was a man’s secret paradise in a woman’s world. We needed that place to ourselves! 

It was maybe five o’clock when the rest of the guys started coming in. There was Dan, Shane, Carl, and Mark. Everyone had made it, which made it an extra special occasion. We were all really glad to see each other again; it had been a while since we last met up. We grabbed a booth in the back and drank our first round of beers while giving each other shit, Mark especially. It looked like he’d gained a few more pounds since we’d last seen him. He took it like usual and jabbed us right back. His jabs kinda stung this time though as he pointed at me. 

“Yeah, it’s just me and John here without old ladies to chase us around and make us drop the pounds. Right, John?” He laughed smugly and finished his beer while the rest of the guys laughed at me. It was a bit of a blow below the belt, but at least I had a good comeback. 

“Not for much longer. Then who’re you gonna get fat with?” I sneered back at him. 

He raised his eyebrows in mock delight and “oooed” at me, egging me on. I noticed his eyes looked a bit pink and yellow, watery, a bit unfocused—more than usual anyway. It made him look like a walrus without a moustache. 

“Who’s the lucky little lady who’d put up with you?” 

Dan shook his head. “Don’t do it, man. Two kids later and you’ll be up shit-creek of regrets like me.” Outside of Dan’s receding hairline and irritation, he seemed fine. I didn’t get what he had to complain about. He could have all the sex he wanted and do hardly any chores at home. 

“That’s just cause you hate kids and your wife talked you into them. I could see John with one.” Shane grinned before continuing. “Daddy Johnny”. Shane only had one kid, and he looked worse than Dan did. He was always tired, but I blamed his stressful nursing job for that. 

I had the last laugh though. I leaned in, hands raised low like I was about to tell them the juiciest take they’d ever heard. I recalled how Emily looked earlier that day. 

“Picture this. A real redhead, petite, curvy, dark red lipstick, dark brown eyes, and so cute you’d think she was cupid on Valentine’s Day.” 

They whooped and hissed like I knew they would. She was the total package. 

Dan jabbed me in the side. “Did you check to see if she’s a real redhead?” 

Carl burst out laughing and had to set his beer down. “I don’t think he’s ever ‘checked’ anybody!” I shoved his foot under the table, annoyed, but he didn’t stop laughing. 

Carl had those perfect good-looks that made it easy for him to get any woman he wanted. He laughed at me as he fixed his jet-black hair back into place, highlighting his skin that was a perfect natural tan. His Latin genetics were an unfair advantage over the rest of us “boring White guys”. Dan told him to give me a break, but they all thought it was hilarious. It was humiliating. I knew I had to defend myself. 

“Come on! You know I was raised Christian and now there’s no Christian women out there. They’re all sluts—” 

Dan cut me off to cheer, “Thank God!” 

They just laughed more, so I ignored them. “When would I ever have the chance to meet a girl with my parents breathing down my neck?! Every one practically had a virginity fetish and an electric fence around her.” 

They settled down and finally listened to me again. 

Carl came to my defense. “That’s true! I remember Catholic school and whoo-hoo damn! Those old-timers are crazy strict. So much for touching a girl and saying a few ‘hail Marys’ to get out of it. You touch her chest, and they think you’re gonna marry her.” 

I nodded and finished off my beer, ready to tell them the next part. “It’s not that far yet, but we meet almost every day. She works next door.” 

Dan raised his fingers in a circle and made an erotic sound. “Office sex. Nice!” He was always a pervert. 

I told them the best part. “She actually helped me with my mom being such a bitch. She even called me a friend right out of the blue and was all coy about it.” 

Dan held out his hand in a “silence” motion. “Woah, woah, woah. She called you, ‘friend’?” 

I frowned in confusion—my momentum interrupted—then nodded. “Yeah, she seemed really happy about it too.” 

Carl did the sign of the cross as a joke. He gave me a sympathetic and not completely phony smile. “I think you’re out, bro. She totally friendzoned you.” 

Shane gritted his teeth and hissed in agreement. “That’s not a good sign. When did she say that?” 

I was starting to feel pissed off. Yeah, they all had more experience than me, but they didn’t know everything, right? I shrugged, trying to make it look like it was no big deal, and waved down the waitress for another beer. “Yesterday. So what?” It’s like they were trying to ruin my mood.

Dan looked at me like I was a moron. “So what? ‘So what’ is at least there might be time to fix this mess! That’s good! You can’t have her just calling you ‘friend’ like that. She needs to see you’re one hundred percent a man at all times and understand that’s not what you want.” 

I suddenly got what he meant, but I still thought I was on the right track. I wanted to defend myself, prove I wasn’t a loser. “It’s not that bad. Sometimes you start as friends and keep going. It’s not always straight to dating, and I think she’s kinda shy. I don’t want to spook her.” 

Mark leaned in and waved his hand like he was clearing the air. He smelled of sweat and booze. “Wait, wait, so if you’re interested in her... That means she’s probably a goody-goody Christian too. Means she hasn’t exactly been with anybody either.” His eyes lit up with amusement. “Oh, my God! I bet you she’s a virgin and she’s totally giving you the run around to make you work for it. Ha! Oh man, you have your work cut out for you.” He raised his beer in a toast, chugged, and smacked his lips for emphasis. 

I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of that... Maybe I did need their help. What if she thought I wasn’t moving fast enough and soon she’d start seeing someone else? She was probably already in her mid-twenties, like me, and probably wanted to settle down soon. At least before she was thirty; women hate being single after thirty. I couldn’t let her get away. 

I jammed my hands in my pockets under the table and knocked my head back against the cushion. “Fuck! Well, I’m just screwed now,” I said, looking around at them for help. 

Mark chuckled at my frustration, and Carl seemed lost in thought, reminiscing. At least Dan and Shane were ready to help me.

Dan leaned over the table and gestured me in like we were having a huddle. “What you do is you never let up. Got it? Make sure she sees you looking your best every day. Make it clear that you’re available and don’t have time for ‘friends’... See? That way she has to choose to get with it or get lost because you’re not looking to play games. Have you asked her out yet?” 
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