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He who makes a beast of himself 

gets rid of the pain of being a man.

Hunter S. Thompson
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UNA VEZ, UN HOMBRE
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Una vez,

Fui conejo

Inocente

Lindo

De vez en cuando 

Travieso 

Entonces, 

Convertí en araña 

Inteligente 

Paciente 

Sola

En mis hilos delicados 

Más tarde, 

Me cambié a perro 

Juguetón, entrenado 

Obediente, molestamente 

Leal

Ahora,

Soy pájaro 

Hábil 

Intuitivo 

Con alas, garras y pico 

Listo para volar 

Lejos 
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INTRODUCTION
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A while back, I came across a writing contest asking for submissions about utopian futures. At first, I thought: “How wonderful an idea, to write about the ultimate outcomes, the stories with perfect endings.” This thought was followed by, “It’s an admirable goal, but my brain is more wired for dystopia.” Then I thought, why? Why do I—and we humans in fact—tend to see what’s wrong, or what could go wrong first, before we see what’s positively possible? 

For starters, we are in fact living in one of the most extraordinary times in human history and yet, we tend to be quite ungrateful for what we have. In times when we have access to immediate information, when human comforts and resources are relatively abundant, we are still somehow not satisfied. It’s as if we’re already living in a utopia, but we’ve decided to throw it all away, albeit gradually, because we likely know that life is pretty damn good, and could probably get a lot better, but our aptitude for destruction and pettiness gets in the way. 

I believe the recent pandemic taught us that we are fragile human beings, and that something can indeed come along and destroy us if we aren’t too careful. Humanity passed the pandemic hurdle, but did it really humble us? No. The world did not end, per se, we did not spiral into the apocalypse, but I believe it kicked off what was already in motion: the peri-apocalypse. The middle times of the apocalypse itself. Not pre, not post. En medias res. This is what I mean by the gradual erosion and destruction of our humanity by our own negligence, apathy, and hubris. The pandemic was an appetizer. 

So, why do we tend toward the slow death? If we know we can do something to right the ship, why don’t we? 

My other theory, is that the men on this planet, those humans born with male genitalia, those people who identify with the masculine gender, are going through their own identity understanding amidst all of this. The so-called decline, or perhaps reframing of the patriarchy, is just a slice of this masculine upheaval. This is in part why I often feel as though I am watching dystopia unfold piece by piece, and why I sometimes feel my kind—man-kind—has a lot to do with the demise. We male human animals are simply dealing with a massive shift in our identities, and the growing pains are real. 

This story collection examines how the collective male identity has changed and continues to change as a result of global turmoil. It’s about the evolution of males in a world that is no longer theirs, as they were once told it was. The men in these stories are doing what men are known to do: charge ahead, make things happen, carry what they believe is the world on their shoulders; however, they are not the men we once knew. These males are wandering into deeper, unknown waters. They are confronting their weaknesses and sometimes fighting them and sometimes giving into them. These men are also experimenting with a fuller spectrum of masculinity in their respective worlds. They are exploring beyond the male gender social norms that have pervaded and created what once was “A Man’s World,” and they are realizing that fighting is futile. They are weak as they are strong, honest as they are liars, incorrigible as they are redeemable. Something is changing, ending, dying in their individual worlds, and they are having to figure out how to make sense of it. 

So, why men, why now, and why me? 

	Men are being asked to be and do differently, and we’re struggling with it. We’re realizing that inside each of us is a little boy, who once had intense emotions and passions that we didn’t know how to reconcile, and we were taught to stuff them deep down inside like the men before us. We were taught to be macho, because there was no other way. But now, we’re learning to channel our so-called strength beyond our biological wheelhouse: to protect, stand up, defend, and give voice to people, groups, and causes once thought to be unworthy for no other reason than they did not fit into the aforementioned Man’s World. This means men are becoming more hu-men: progressing toward collaborative contribution and peaceful growth for the benefit and evolution of all humankind and eschewing the pre-programmed patriarchal machinations of aggressive gain and pointless competition. 


	It’s long overdue. We’re in the final act of pissing contests, which are getting quite old. 


	I was born male. I’ve never questioned the parts I was given. They make sense to me inside and out. I identify as male, as masculine, and I love being a man. And yet, I was also given bucket loads of emotion and intuition and sensitivity. I cry. Hard. I bottle up emotions, and I let them out. I’m incredibly loving and sweet, but I’m also rude, prone to aggression, and quite mean more often than I want to be. I absolutely know I have a feminine side, because I believe in the duality of all things, and how I must be in touch with both sides of my persona to feel balance. I love and respect women, but I’ve also had my own hang ups about them. I admire and appreciate the female form and the immense range of emotion and compassion that comes with femininity, but I also often fear the fierceness and unpredictability of women. I’ve loved women, and I’ve also dreaded them. I am also intrigued by men and male energy. I’ve wanted to be like certain men, and I’ve also been curious about them sexually. I’m comfortable identifying as questioning on the spectrum of sexuality. I’ve always been questioning whether I am this or that. Some days it’s this, others that. And I’m not mad at either. That’s who I arrived as, the same way I once arrived with the male parts given to me.


This is the emerging new essence of man: the ability to understand and admit who we are inside and out, then transmute that into a positive energy we can share externally. That energy can and should be used for the good of others so that we contribute to the evolution of all humankind. By embracing, rather than fighting, by flowing rather than fixing, we might achieve the much-needed balance our planet, our hearts, and our species so desperately needs. 
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Dear Elaine,

I’m going to miss your son Jay. He was my pledge brother when we joined the Delta Upsilon Kappa Fraternity at St. Mary’s in the winter of 1996. Before we joined the fraternity, Jay and I were not close friends. We were more like distant acquaintances, friends of friends. But once we joined DUK, our bond started to form. As any one of my DUK brothers will attest, pledge ship bonds a group of strangers very quickly in an indescribable way. So, that’s how Jay and I went from acquaintances to brothers. 

We were both different people. Me, a Mexican-American from Las Cruces, New Mexico, and Jay, a blond pure Texan guy from Marble Falls, an area he so affectionately referred to as the Hill Country. With me being from New Mexico, I was always something of an outsider at St. Mary’s. Jay made sure to remind me of that. He was, in fact, the one who dubbed my hometown, “Almost Mexico.” He’d always attach that when describing me. He might have even called me “Almost Mexico” if I remember correctly!

Jay and I become really close during those years in San Antonio. We both took a Poetry class together. It was then that I realized that Jay was a fantastic writer. His poems had this strange and eerie and funny quality about them, all things that I love in writing. We often talked about stories we were going to write, or he would share ideas he had based on dreams or real (?) events from his youth. That was the fun and funny thing about Jay: he was always telling a tale, and you could never know if it was real or made up, but after a while, you realized that it was real, because that was the kind of man Jay was, always on the edge of things, always pushing boundaries, and challenging the conventional. 

With Jay, I was able to push boundaries, too. I was always a good boy in high school, so when I arrived at college, I cut loose, and Jay became one of those partners in crime I never had. I knew he was a bad boy with a good boy past, just like me. I think all of us guys were, because we all took the fraternity, school, and our families very seriously. We were always there for each other. 

Jay and I definitely got into our fair share of trouble together. I’ll spare you some of those details, however, please know that even though we were up to no good much of the time, we always returned to our values, and we always managed to get ourselves out of trouble. 

Post college, Jay came to stay with me in Santa Cruz, CA for a while. After St. Mary’s, I moved back to New Mexico, but knew I wasn’t long for it, so I moved to Santa Cruz in 2000, where I still am today. If I recall correctly, Jay arrived in Santa Cruz the summer of 2001, just shortly before 9/11. I’ll never forget leaving for work that morning of 9/11, and Jay was there, waking up on the couch. He was already watching TV, and I paused to see the horror that was unfolding, but I still left to work, as though I was in a hurry. Back then, I always seemed to be in a hurry. I still am. 

The Santa Cruz days were fun. We had a small posse of friends, plus, some of my relatives, and there were a couple of other St. Mary’s alums in town, too. It was like we had a second college experience in liberal Northern California. Eventually, Jay moved back to Texas, said he had to take care of things back home. Over time, we mostly—unfortunately—fell out of contact. Nothing bad, no ill will, just a chapter closing, moving ahead and onward, becoming adults. 

Jay and I kept in touch through the DUK network. We were trying to get all ten members of our pledge class to have a reunion in 2019 in Mexico City. Jay really wanted to do it, but he said he was having some health problems at the time. There was a lot of talk and promises from the other guys, but only about four of us made it. I wished there had been more times for us to reunite after college. Seems like yesterday we were all there at St. Mary’s, but now we’re all adults living in the real world. How I wish I could go back to those days. 

Speaking of Mexico, I was just there a few weeks ago down in Mazatlán, when I received a funny meme from Jay via Instagram. It was some kind of La-Z-Boy recliner with army tank tires or something, and we were messaging about how we would both want that. I appreciated how he reached out. It was great to hear from him. 

I hope and pray that his last few months and days were calm and easy for him, that he wasn’t in any kind of danger or suffering. But I don’t know, and I may never know. I know Jay had his own challenges in life, as we all do, and I often think about how much easier it would be for all of us to live only in a world where we put on our happy faces and ignore the problems. But I suppose that’s the part of being an adult we have to contend with. 

I’ll leave you with one other tiny, funny, silly, and slightly gross memory. One night we were at the fraternity house. Must have been Paul Tran’s house at the time. There was a party going on with loud music and groups of people talking, playing games, dancing, etc. All of this was going on, but Jay and I were just sitting on the couch watching TV. There were definitely some adult beverages involved, and who knows how far Jay and I were into said adult beverages. But I do remember we somehow both knew we had reached our limit. It was either something on TV, or maybe it was the noise from the party, but whatever it was, at one moment, Jay and I looked at each other and it was as if we had sent each other a telepathic message to get up and get out of the house ASAP. Something had turned our stomachs at the exact same time, and so the next thing we knew, he and I were both outdoors on the side of the house puking our guts out! 

Okay, so, maybe that’s not the most wholesome story to share, but it’s one that sticks with me because it says something about our unspoken bond and the fun and strange times we had together. 

Elaine, I am feeling so lost and sad about Jay’s passing, and I hope you might soon find peace and light in this time of transition. I loved Jay, as all of us guys did, and we will miss him terribly. He will be remembered. 

Enclosed are some photos from my personal collection, some copies of the DUK page from our yearbooks, plus two copies of his poems from the poetry class. I hope you enjoy them.

Please stay in touch (I have lots more photos!).

With light and love,

Abraham Vigil

“Almost Mexico”

Santa Cruz, CA

––––––––
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Dear Abraham,

Thank you for the letter and pictures. Your timing was perfect. Jay talked of you often, always with love and laughter. He thought the world of you. I appreciate you taking the time for handwritten correspondence. I don’t deal much with email, and these days I’m not much for phone calls. I’ve been on the phone quite often talking about the circumstances surrounding Jay’s death.

Jay died on August 4th in Mexico City. I received the call two days later from the local authorities there, and with the help of a translator, I found out that he was in a hotel in an area called Roma. You probably know more than I do about Mexico City, as you mentioned you and some of the guys went there a few years ago. 

Getting Jay back to the United States was quite challenging. He’s here now, and now the question is why he died. His blood had to be sent to the toxicology lab in Houston. The police said it will take nine weeks. I have eight weeks to go. 

He wished to be cremated—found that in some papers he had left in his place here—and he had written that he wanted part of his ashes to be left in Mexico City. I don’t know what I’ll do when all of this is said and done. Next week is his cremation. 

You can help me by letting your DUK brothers know that a service for Jay is not decided quite yet. If there is something, please know that all of you will be invited. As you may know, it was just Jay and me, since his father passed away years ago, and a few distant family members. 

In closing, I may ask for your help once I receive his ashes to take a portion to Mexico City. I don’t travel very far from my town, and though I would like to see that part of the world someday, it seems too remote of a possibility right now. 

Lastly, do you know why Jay may have been so enchanted with Mexico City? He rarely talked about it, at least with me. The last time I saw him alive, he mentioned he was going to down to Mexico for a short vacation, but he didn’t provide many details. I didn’t know he was going to the city. I thought he was going to be on a beach somewhere. I recall you all have a fraternity brother in Mexico City? Perhaps that was his reason to visit? 

Thank you again so much for your kindness.

Elaine Heath

Marble Falls, Texas

––––––––
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Dear Elaine,

Wow, where do I begin? First, thank you for the updates about Jay. I’m sorry to hear of the challenges to bring him home to the United States. I had read on a Facebook post that he was out of the country when he died—but I didn’t know it was Mexico City exactly. No one else knew either.

About Mexico City, yes, we have a fraternity brother there, one of our pledge brothers, in fact. Rogelio “Gelio” Rodriguez. He currently lives near the Roma area. I don’t know how much Jay and Gelio were in contact, but I believe not very much, because now that our DUK network is in contact about Jay’s passing, Gelio said that he had not heard from Jay in a long, long time.

My thoughts about Jay’s attraction to Mexico City is that he was very into Jack Kerouac, the beat generation writer. Jay was always talking about Kerouac’s books and saying quotes and references from his writings. Kerouac wrote a book called Mexico City Blues. Kerouac lived there and wrote that novel. Well, it was poetry, actually. Your son was a good writer, and I know Kerouac inspired him quite a bit. Maybe he just wanted to be near the place where one of his heroes once lived, you know? I’m a forever fan of Gabriel García Márquez, and I know one day, I will go to Cartagena, Colombia to visit his final resting place. 

About Jay’s last wishes, absolutely yes. You have my word that I will help make that happen. I realize all these things take time, so please let me know when and how. I am sure you are dealing with so much right now.

Until next time,

Abe

––––––––
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Hello Abe,

I now have Jerry’s ashes. I don’t know if I can let go of him just yet. When it’s time, I’ll let you know. I will have to think of how I might get some of them to you to take to Mexico City. With you in California and me in Texas, that might be complicated. Any ideas?

I’ve had some time to sort through the papers and belongings in Jay’s place. I came across several journals and papers, some handwritten, some typed, with his writings. He never really shared a lot of that with me, with our family. I knew he liked to write and was studying English at St. Mary’s. Seeing and reading this all now, I feel like I’m getting to know a new side of him. It’s very sweet, and it also makes me sad knowing that he kept this to himself. 

You were right about his affinity for Jack Kerouac. I found some printouts of Jack Kerouac poems, and then right behind it was something Jerry had written. I could tell he was trying to imitate his style. It was cute to see that.

I wanted to ask you something. In your first letter, you shared a silly (and disgusting!) story about you and Jay. Would you mind sharing more of those anecdotes? I don’t care if they are silly, or disgusting, or both. It doesn’t matter to me. I’d like to know more about what you boys were really up to in those days. Would you please?

Thank you again,

Elaine Heath 

––––––––
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Dear Elaine,

You mentioned the poems of Kerouac followed by his poems. I remember that exercise in our poetry class! Our professor, Sue something, had us find our favorite poet or poems and asked us to write in their style to master the pacing and tempo. She always reminded us that poetry was simply music in its base form—just beats and bits of lyrics. Jay was really good at that. He could read something and then write something that matched it. Sue was always having him read his poems in class, which always got everybody’s attention because, while the girls were writing about lemon merengue pie and love (or me writing about the goddamned Spice Girls) Jay was writing about the soy refinery plant in town and the local crack heads. He had a keen eye for what was really going on just outside of our bubble. It’s like he knew danger was everywhere. 

You asked me to share more stories about our college shenanigans. I admit I’m a bit afraid/embarrassed—not sure what—to share, but you asked, so here’s a couple. 

One of my fondest memories is surrounding that Poetry class. Jay, me and Jeremiah, one of our closest fraternity brothers who was one year ahead of us, took that class together. It was every Thursday at 1:30 pm. Thursday at 1:30 pm is a tempting time of the week. It’s when a lot of kids started skipping classes to start their weekend debauchery. Plus, Thursday night was known as International Party Night—not sure why it was called that, but you could always find a party on Thursday night. 

Anyway, even though it was a Thursday afternoon, Jay, Jeremiah, and I still made it to Poetry class. Jay usually worked right up until that time, and I was either in the cafeteria or coming from my dorm, and Jeremiah was arriving at the college since he lived off campus. Early on we established this ritual where Jay would pick us up in his truck near the cafeteria and drive us to the other side of campus to the Language Arts building. He would pull up blasting Pearl Jam—he loved Pearl Jam—and we would hop in prepared for an adventure. It was all of about a five-minute drive, most likely less, but we somehow maximized that very short trip. 

How did we maximize that short trip? Well, Mrs. Heath, if you didn’t already know, your son, as well as all the other DUK’s were massive stoners. Potheads. Reefer addicts. You asked, so I’m telling... Jay always had something to smoke for Jeremiah and me on that short ride. A joint, a pipe, a pinch hitter, a blunt. I don’t know if we ever arrived at that class in our right minds not reeking of smoke.

One time, Jay didn’t have any grass or at least anything rolled up or in a pipe. He asked Jeremiah to rifle through the glovebox of Jay’s truck. Magically, in the crevices and corners of the glove box, under car registration paperwork and fast food napkins, there was just enough loose weed and other stuff—most likely dust or dried resin or tobacco or whatever—that Jay managed to stuff into a pipe, which we then smoked. Who knows what we were smoking?? Whatever it was, it did the trick. We caught some kind of a high. 

I feel so embarrassed to share that. I hope it doesn’t come as a shock to you.

We also did a lot of pranks. I mean A LOT. Once, we decided to stick a bottle of dish soap in a water fountain outside the Student Union Building. We cut the top off the bottle and just sat in in the middle of the fountain in the dark of night. By the morning, the whole thing was bubbling over into the courtyard and all over the sidewalks. It was like a police scene with security trying to close off the area, while the custodial staff tried to clean it all up. 

Maybe I should stop there. I would hate to paint a bad picture about Jay, may he rest in peace. 

Once again, please let me know if I can help in any way. 

Kind Regards,

Abe

––––––––
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Dear Abe,

Oh dear, I knew about Jay and all his “habits.” It’s true, he was a good boy in high school, but by the end of it, he started “experimenting” and then went off to college, where I can only imagine the fun you all had and the trouble you got into. And I knew he liked to smoke weed. That was no secret. I mean, I’m a child of the 1960’s, so you can imagine what we were up to back then. 

At any rate, please keep the stories coming. Good or bad, or sad. It doesn’t matter. 

Here’s a funny one for you. Once, Jay had an apartment near our home in Marble Falls—it was during the college years—and we had some distant cousins in town from Louisiana. I had let them stay in Jay’s apartment for a few nights. I think Jay was due home for the summer soon. Anyway, my cousin’s little girl, she was about five years old, happened to find a huge bong in Jay’s kitchen he had hid under the sink. It was a hideous thing. It was the head of a shark that was gritting its teeth and it was smoking a cigar I believe. And it was huge! The little niece thought it was a toy or something because she was playing with the bowls and things. Oh gosh, I had to have a little talk with Jay after that. 

Well, in other news, I have received the toxicology report. I’m going to keep that to myself for now. I want to continue to think about my happy memories of Jay. I’m still holding on, and you know what, I may never let go. I’m sure all your DUK brothers are anxious for answers and want to know how and when I might put him to rest, but it’s just hard. I think you know Jay’s father passed away when you boys were in school, so it’s just been Jay and I all these years. You never think you will outlive your children. 

Thank you again, Abe, for your time.

Kindly,

Elaine

––––––––
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Elaine,

I completely understand. Take your time. These are all very private matters. I was looking through a box of pictures I have from the St. Mary’s days and wow, I realized how young we actually were. We were kids. I look at myself now, and I feel like such a tired old adult. I’m on my second marriage that isn’t going so well. I have a teenage daughter who disowned me after my first marriage broke up, and my stepson with my current wife is now questioning whether they are a boy. They’re a they now. My company is downsizing and there’s talk that our division will reduce by ten percent. I doubt I’ll have a position here soon. I don’t know which way the world is going. I don’t know if we’re on the cusp of something really truly great, or if this is the beginning of the end. The real end. 

I hate to be so gloomy and sad all of a sudden, but all those pictures, all the memories are flooding back in, and it makes me realize that we should just follow those dreams we had as kids. I wanted to be an archeologist and go discover hidden caves with artifacts, then share about them in National Geographic as a renowned explorer. Now, I get excited for a two-night sales meeting in Palm Springs. 

I know I shouldn’t complain to you. I know I should consider myself lucky, which I do, so I will stop. Thank you for letting me share and vent. 

I’ll share another story. It’s somewhat controversial. A deep secret. Once, Jay and I were driving back to campus from a party. We had just picked up some greasy food from Jack in the Box, and we passed this big fancy house that always dressed up their lawn with whichever holiday it was. It was Easter time and this house had an over-the-top display with bunnies and ducks and eggs and stuff. I was joking that I always hated Easter and the Easter bunny because I was traumatized by it as a kid. My parents took me to one of those mall Easter Bunny picture places, like Santa, and they sat me on the bunny, but because the bunny looked evil, I screamed and peed my pants. It remains a very popular Vigil family story.

Anyway, Jay said, “Well, let’s go show that fucking bunny who’s boss.”

He pulled over and we jumped out. I don’t know what we were going to do, but we were going to do something. There was one bunny, the Easter Bunny itself, in the middle of their display. 

“That one,” Jay said.

And so we went for it. It was about six feet tall, an old school plastic thing that lit up. It wasn’t heavy, but it needed two sets of hands to move it, which we were doing without even talking about it. We lifted it from the yard, threw it in the bed of Jay’s truck and took off. We laughed all night, brought it to the DUK house, and everybody had a blast with it. Over the next few weeks, it became the centerpiece of the house. People took pictures with it, danced with it, it held beer cans, someone carved a whole in the mouth and stuck a cigar in there. Someone dressed it in one of our DUK jerseys. You name it, we defiled it. Jay and I were pretty proud of it. 

Then, it all came crashing down because someone knew where it came from. It turned out that house was the home of a San Antonio city councilwoman whose niece went to St. Mary’s. The niece had come to a DUK party around that time, she noticed the bunny immediately, and then word spread fast. No social media in those days, but the phone lines lit up. That family tried to come after the DUK’s and the college, but thank god we had a local alum who was an attorney who said that nothing could be proven in a court of law. We had to destroy everything though. All the pictures, etc. No one spoke a word.

But Jay, being a good guy at heart, said he was going to take care of the bunny since he was the one who provoked it. He took it and said he threw it at the dump. We never saw it again, and over time, things settled down. The Councilwoman and her family eventually gave up on harassing us. It was awful for a while. 

Well, I suppose that wasn’t the best story either, and now I’ve portrayed us, Jay, as not only drinking, pot smoking hoodlums, but also criminals. I’m sorry. I’m closer to fifty years old and I can’t believe I’m sharing all this stuff. 

I should close for now. Jay was a great man. He always put his friends—our brotherhood—first. He would do anything for us. He always wanted to make us laugh, and he did.

Until next time,

Abe

––––––––
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Abe,

Ah, the bunny story. Yes, I knew all about it. And guess what? That damn bunny is still in his garage here in Marble Falls. He never let go of it. I was reading your last letter filled with sadness and joy because he held onto it after all those years. That must have been one of his fondest memories. I agree, it was pretty bad what you two did, but that’s what kids are supposed to do. Be kids. It sounds as though you have matured a lot since then, and I’m sure sharing that story felt good to get off your chest.

And please don’t worry about sharing what’s going on in your life. It’s okay to share. We all have problems and challenges. That’s how life goes. I hate to tell you, but it doesn’t get any easier. It just keeps going and going but over time you learn how to come back from the sad and challenging times with ease and strength. 

I wanted to share this with you. I found it in some papers of Jay’s. It’s a poem.

What to do

What to do

We’re just babies, man

We’re just babies

That’s not your mother,
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