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What can one say of The Watershed Village District of Lake Compromise, Texas? Were not Lake Compromise busy becoming yet another Texas megacity that gobbles up its suburbs, The Watershed, as it’s colloquially called, would be a small city on it’s own and perhaps less of a municipal afterthought. But, being overshadowed by the infamous urban sprawl around it, it’s largely ignored by scholars and social commentators alike. If you are from The Watershed, the place is, unfortunately, the very center of who you are, and you could no more forget it than forget the face of your own mother. If you aren’t, the mere mention of The Watershed will bring a puzzled look to your face (since you’ve never even heard of the place); or, if you’re not from there and have heard of it, a sneer of contempt or a sigh of annoyance. The Watershed sends famous people into the world, but itself never attains fame. Its sons wander off to college and later become billionaires, but they rarely return to live there. The district is blessed with an amazing talent-per-capita ratio but cursed with a reputation for imbecility and rootlessness.

The Watershed has a beauty all it’s own as it hosts the swampy tributaries that feed into the rivers that feed into Lake Compromise itself (not the city, but the lake). The Watershed is a stroad-filled suburb, to be sure; and not owning a car in The Watershed is to live in a beyond-hopeless situation. Even so, for those of an athletic bent who love to walk it, bike it or skate it, there’s a kind of meditative serenity to be found along its canals which squirm out in unpredictable directions and backtrack and loop in ways that break up the mental monotony of what is otherwise regarded as the most boring place on earth, a place one never even admits to being from in polite society.

There is a hipster district, The Red Clay, not far away which hosts yet another satellite of The University of Texas called TURC. That district has a real downtown filled out with antique shops, art galleries, coffee joints, live music venues, bistros of every kind and, of course, big bars that overcharge young women for hard liquor. (An analysis of why the women there drink so much more than the men is something outside of my pay grade, but suffice it to say, more than one detailed thesis has been written on the subject by people with far more academic credentials than I have.) In any case, if you’re from The Watershed and someone at a high-end house-party asks you where you’re from, you say, “Oh, I grew up just a mile or two from The Red Clay.” And you’d do this because you would have learned from long and painful experience that to admit to being from The Watershed is a conversation stopper, a deal breaker and the end of any sexual tension that may have otherwise been developing between two people.

It was in this most unlikely place that a most unlikely person, a one Earl F. Ventures, involuntarily found himself growing up (after an eight-year stint in Pine Bluff, Arkansas about which nothing was ever said or known). And also forced into The Watershed against his will by a series of accidents was a one Scooter Good-Dirt. (I will not detail the strange and perverse way in which Scooter’s family ended up with this rather ungainly, hyphenated surname, but suffice it to say, it was a source of both embarrassment and pride for Scooter.)

The Watershed Village District had many churches at the time, but all of them, except one, meant nothing to anyone. They were usually uninspired, family-cultural affairs, dying denominational nowheres that existed as placeholders for spiritual lives which would never be real. However, both Earl and Scooter attended the one place that was on-fire with spiritual energy, the one church that mattered, and that was The Watershed Premillennial Baptist Church, sometimes called Jesus In The Stripmall by the rather vibrant Atheist community at Suburban General High School.

The whole district managed to be prosperous, even while being despised, due to the three Aerospace mega-factories that were located just on the other side of the swamps from The Watershed. The fathers of The Watershed were mostly aerospace engineers who didn’t have the social instincts to know that a place could be a laughingstock even if it’s conveniently located, clean, crime free and upper-middle-class. Hence, did this randomly-assembled contingent of technically-minded people settle in this eternally-out-of-context suburb of Lake Compromise, thus dooming their offspring to forever being from nowhere, regardless of the amazing experiences they might have elsewhere.

A word should be mentioned about Suburban General High School. Wouldn’t you know it but that high school was famous for it’s sports and music programs; and therefore the school itself would be famous for producing opera stars and baseball stars and other such luminaries. But again, none of the fame of that high school ever accrued to The Watershed, hence one could never brag of being from The Watershed but could brag about being a graduate of Suburban General.

The other two other high schools were nonentities. There was Julio Gatores High School, which no one cared about no matter how big the school got or how hard its students tried to excel. And then there was Holy Redeemer Reform School which specialized in attempting to save depraved juvenile delinquents and those struggling with serious learning disorders. Both of these other schools deserved love and respect for the earnestness of their mission, but alas, the community of successful, healthy people could not be bothered. Sadly, the City of Lake Compromise had to completely fund these institutions to keep them alive because, as an administrator from one of these institutions admitted privately, “You could not get people from The Watershed to give a shit if you held a fucking gun to their heads.” (And it’s worth noting that occasionally Watershed citizens would, at last, driven insane by life in The Watershed, actually hold guns to their own heads, defying anyone to stop them. Most of the time no one did.)

As implied earlier, there was no downtown or boutique district in The Watershed, despite there being way more money there than anyone knew what to do with. These practical and matter-of-fact families had no interest in creating a trendy old-town or a vibrant night-life district. And therefore The Watershed Village District had many stores, but they were all boxy and scattered about, lacking in any sense of design or location. However, much to the relief of the businesses in question, no one noticed the lack of life in these places and no one questioned any of these physical arrangements. In fact, they never knew, till they finally did some real traveling (besides the usual trips to Mexico or Arizona) that they were missing anything.

And so we start our little story with Earl F. Ventures and Scooter Good-Dirt faring forth into the world from this nondescript launching pad. Did they ever make it anywhere in their voyages? Did they shoot for the moon and surpass the stars? Or is the verdict so mixed that no up or down vote could be had on the matter? As the one black kid in The Watershed, Wilber Wexler, used to say when criticized, “Only God can judge me.” And so we will go with this nugget of wisdom given to us by Wexler and say: Only God can judge Earl and Scooter. (And since Wexler later renounced his belief in God, as so many from The Watershed did, we can only allow that perhaps Earl and Scooter are free from judgment entirely.)
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The End of The Story
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Scooter Good-Dirt received a short email from Earl F. Ventures’ freshly-widowed wife simply stating that Earl had passed away blissfully and that all concerned were assured that he had gotten virtually everything he’d wanted from this life and that there was not even a hint of regret or bitterness about anything. It was notable that not a single person contradicted these findings. And, as far as Scooter could see, there was nothing but words of admiration  to be heard from anyone who described whichever fraction of Earl’s sprawling life they knew.

The matter of his terminal illness was simple and direct. While living a life fully dedicated to health, diet and exercise (in his later years) it had been true that he’d had one of those classic two-pack-a-day habits when he was young. Hence the eventual onset of lung cancer barely seemed to surprise him. During the year or so that he endured his illness, he complained very little of fear or pain, perhaps only mentioning such things twice to Scooter in their months of discussing the situation. Earl was lucid, friendly, hospitable, and even helpful, till almost the very end. He simply was the essence of grace and courage for most of the time that he had lung cancer.

By the time the diagnosis was given, he had already been coughing up blood and the situation was likely, from the outset, beyond saving. Like most people, he did a few rounds of conventional medicine and alternative medicine, but it was clear enough that the ineffectual HMO doctors didn’t have it them to perform miracles and that New Age treatments were, as he worded it, “snake oil.”

In his last months, he’d made sure to have meetings with virtually everyone who mattered to him and these meetings were heartfelt, sincere and supportive. There was, with practically all of these people, as the est people used to say, “a sense of completion” around Earl’s life, a sense that every mountain that ought to have been climbed was climbed and that the whole adventure was well-lived and well-done. Scooter, coming out of one of these meetings, confirmed that his impressions were no different.

There were no bereaved family members sobbing wildly or wailing loudly at his memorial service, no onlookers feeling that some grave injustice had been done. Instead, the memorial service was filled with people who shared a warm and deep feeling, a sense of gratitude that they’d gotten to take some part in Earl’s amazing journey.

And that is the end of this story, about which there is not so very much to say. Therefore my mission from here will be to write as much of the story leading up to the end as possible.  And while many witnesses, so to speak, offered worthy input to this project, only Scooter was able to provide, as it were, a panoramic view of the protean world of Earl F. Ventures. While many people will be mentioned in this tale, the reader will note the presence of Scooter Good-Dirt throughout. (And while many onlookers have moral, financial, artistic and social objections to Scooter’s own life and work, such as it was, there was, as the writers of the “Nights” would say, “no help but to” keep referring back to Scooter even though the story was supposed to be Earl’s.)

At the end, by the way, were noted: his remarkably tolerant wife, Barbie who, in a bout of intolerance, once referred to Scooter as “that squirrel-faced bastard;” his two sons about whom not too much will be said due to the ordinariness of their daily existence; his sister Elloise who, while of immense support at the end of Earl’s life, posed a grave threat to Earl’s family life early on; his brother Carl who, unlike Earl and Scooter, remained a rather stolid born-again Christian throughout his life (and about whom I also will have little to say since nothing remarkable about him was ever brought to my attention); and his daughter Penny, who is lately known as the trans-man Prince. As far as the author can tell, Earl was perfectly at peace with all of them upon his passing.

Finally, it should be noted, that before his departure from this tenuous world, Earl devoted several years to caring for his aging and dying parents, Candice and Timothy. It was perhaps a shame that these people rather launched their lives from, and ended up concluding their lives back in, the aforementioned Watershed Village, about which, again, no human being on earth can be forced to care. And all were amazed at the faithfulness and cheerfulness with which Earl cared for his parents whose journey through this life Scooter described as “curiously ineffectual.” (Scooter himself, unlike Earl, would develop certain personality disorders that would lead to his deserting his entire family in old age; and thus was Scooter “suspicious” of Earl’s heroic fealty to his parents. However, Scooter was a certifiable paranoid and thus did the world cheer on Earl’s goodness and look askance at Scooter’s never-ending sense of grievance.)

It goes without saying that the void left in Scooter’s life by the early passing, at 61, of Earl F. Ventures cannot be minimized just as the contribution that the Ventures made to Scooters life cannot be overstated. And thus would Scooter Good-Dirt go on to live the lonely old age that is accorded to such self-absorbed people with unresolved psychiatric issues.

As for Earl, as previously stated, no such lack of resolution haunted his later years. Earl got the job done and wrapped up his affairs in a way that was seen as almost beyond reproach, while Scooter, as an elderly man, presided over something like a battlefield full of wounded men. These differences between the two men aside, we press on with our project. (And I press on in spite of the fact that I feel I’m writing way too much about Scooter, who I regard as a bit of a deluded conman, and not enough about Earl, who, as I’ve already said, is somewhat sainted in many minds.)
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In 1973, at the age of 14, in Doctor Henry Eisenberger’s Creative Writing class, Scooter Good-Dirt met the young man who would go on to become the great soul that was Earl F. Ventures. The reasons that the two teen boys were there differed significantly. Earl was there because he was an avid reader and had literally read ten times as much as Scooter had, and had decided to round out his literary life with a little practice at writing. Scooter, on the other hand, was a slow and weak reader who was gifted with the ability to write poems and tell stories from early morning to late at night without ceasing. Earl was there to expand his already voluminous knowledge, but Scooter was there because his academic life was laughable and he was fleeing from the more difficult advanced English classes that serious people took.

And while Scooter was not lacking in talent entirely, as was previously noted, he lacked talent in so many areas that each class he took was an evasion of some other harder class. In other words, when given multiple options for fulling various required core courses, Scooter always took the very easiest one, the ones most suited for talents he already had. He was doing almost nothing to expand his skill set, but merely attempting to “survive high school.” Earl, on the other hand, was a fearless student with a wildly-high IQ who could absorb any and every subject. Thus did Earl know every subject that Scooter knew while also knowing every subject Scooter didn’t know. Hence, it was remarkable that Scooter went about bragging about his sub-par achievements all day as Earl was humbly understated about his being light years ahead of almost everyone around him. (While Scooter and his classmates were rereading old Bible stories and dreaming of Jesus returning to earth, Earl was already mastering computer programming at a time when 99% of adults didn’t even use computers and couldn’t conceive of why a person would care about Computer Science.)

Now Earl would appear, almost like a shadow, in many of the haunts of Scooter Good-Dirt, but they did not become best friends, or even very close friends, until they both ended up in Werner Erhard’s est organization some years later. However, it’s worth noting that Earl could be found in the same concert choir, attending the same church youth group or appearing in the same theatrical facilities as Scooter without Scooter taking too much notice of him.

But much of the life Earl lived in those early years was told to him well after the fact. And thus, contemporaneously, even as Scooter was judging Earl to be meek and mild, it was later revealed that Earl was much more of a romantic dynamo than could ever have been imaged from a superficial glance or a short conversation. While Scooter was having Bible studies with hot, teenage girls, Earl was passionately dating them. And while Scooter was living a life of chaste sobriety, Earl was dropping acid and reading blasphemous novels. Scooter’s life was transparent to Earl, but Earl’s life was later to be, after they became close confidants, a continual string of massive revelations.

Due to all these misunderstandings in these high school years, it should also be mentioned that Scooter was actually close to the Ventures family and not Earl so much. Scooter was an avid jogger (as well as weight lifter) and would invite his friends to jog with him on his various five-mile routes around Watershed Village. One route that everyone who jogged with him particularly liked was called “The Ventures Route” because the apex of the route was approximately at the Ventures’ house at which point the route circled back to the nondescript nothing that passed for a “downtown” where Scooter’s family lived (although, by the admission of Scooter’s own stepmother, the “family,” as such, was “not a real family,” which might, I suppose, form part of the justification for Scooter abandoning them).

In any case, once, in a casual conversation at school, Earl happened to mention to Scooter the location of his family’s home. Scooter, realizing he was jogging by there regularly, then made it a habit to break up the monotony of his routine by dropping in unannounced to the Ventures’ home to have long chats with whoever was home (and Earl wasn’t usually home, and, if he was, he often opted for shorter conversations of the sort where one didn’t attempt to solve the world’s problems in an afternoon).

It should be further clarified that the other men in the household were a bit taciturn as well, such that, if only men were home, the drop-in would usually be brief and not all inspiring. But the two women of the household, Earl’s mother and his sister Elloise were often home and often ready to talk at length about any subject under the sun. For her part, Elloise even found herself receiving phone calls from Scooter in which they both confided in each other, like mutual talk therapists, for hours on end as both families waiting impatiently for their turn to use the landline telephones that dominated the scene in those now seemingly-ancient times. And thus, while Earl’s family, overall, played a more significant role in Scooter’s life in the beginning, it would be Earl who would later become a towering figure in Scooter’s world. Revealing how and why this should be so will, as previously noted, occupy many of the following pages of this odd, little manuscript.

Just a few words on Elloise herself. There was simply nothing negative to say about her. She was friendly, perfectly fine looking, quite well-read, emotionally open, curious, orderly, fun and lively. Scooter never had a bad word to say about her until she later opted to destroy her parents’ peace-of-mind forever. The details of how this came about are so shocking that a small, separate section of this book must be reserved for a description of this strange twist of fate.
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Scooter, along with most other students on campus, was guilty of criticizing Earl unfairly for his deep commitment, at an extremely young age in a very non-technological time, to the computer lab at Suburban General High School.

The computer lab was run by an otherwise popular teacher who taught many general education subjects. He was in no way obligated to spend his nights, after his already too-long workdays, raising money for, and being chief technician for, a computer lab at a high school that specialized in athletics and the arts. And while this teacher was universally liked, any approval of him usually came with the caveat, “What in the world is a normal man like that doing hanging out with a bunch of computer nerds? What on earth has gotten into him?”

How strange it was to have a computer lab at that school in 1974 would be best illustrated by how little technical knowledge was required to graduate from Suburban General High School. For example, Scooter had never been able to pass a simple Algebra I class or a simple biology class, but he was allowed to meet his math and biology requirements by taking a Pre-Algebra class, a Business Math class and a Marine Biology class. (The Marine Biology class was little more than a bunch of Jacques Cousteau videos; and the math classes barely rose above elementary school level.) And thus, one can imagine everyone’s astonishment at the erection of an advanced computing facility emerging out of
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