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This book took a lot of effort to write, and I couldn’t have done it alone. So a quick little thank you. Thank you to the nine people who agreed to read my book and give me feedback. I appreciate all of you so much for being people who I feel safe enough to share such personal work with. Thank you to the people who actually started reading it and talked about my book with me. And a huge thank you to my best friend, who was the only person who actually finished my book. That might not bode well for the success of this book. Only one out of nine people actually finished it. But fuck it, we are just going to put it out there and see what happens. Thank you to literally all of my friends, and honestly most people that I interact with in general, for dealing with me obsessively talking about my book. I’m sure a lot of you will be very glad that I’ll be done soon, so I will finally shut up. Thank you to all the people in my life who are also writers who have helped inspire and motivate me over the years. Thank you to my non-writer friends also for just being amazing people who make my life better and make me better. Thank you to my roommates for putting up with me when I locked myself in my room to write, and for helping to foster a house of creativity and honest raw vulnerability. Thank you to the therapists who have helped me on my journey to build myself into the person I am today. Thank you to the queer clinic that has given me access to the medicine I need to transition. Thank you to my math teacher back in high school. Really really fucking thank you. Thank you, everyone in my life. I could not have written this book if I wasn’t where I’m at in my life now. I just couldn’t have. And I wouldn’t be who I am today without everyone who has touched my life. And thank YOU for reading. I want to share this. So thank you for sharing this with me :)
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Trigger Warnings
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Child neglect

Implied child abuse

Sex

Mention of rape

Overdose

Police brutality

Car crash

Blood

Suicidal ideation

If any of these topics are going to ruin your day or cause distress, please consider reading something else. I don't want to ruin anyone's day. But if you are comfortable reading about these topics, I swear this book is actually fun.
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Baby’s First Rattlesnake
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When I was a small child, probably five or six, me and Sister loved catching any kind of small critters we could find. Frogs, lizards, snakes, whatever. We would often use these cheap butterfly nets that our parents got us to catch what we were after. The only critters we knew to never catch were the snakes with the rattles.

One day, while playing unattended outside like we often did, Sister noticed a snake and told me to help her catch it. It didn’t have a rattle, so it was fair game in my mind.

We ambushed it near the house and chased it around some rocks. It was moving quickly and kept hissing at us, but after about a minute, we had it cornered. Sister went in with the net and scooped it up.

We then carried it in the net to the front door. Proud to show off our catch. Our Dad was smoking standing by the door, and Sister held the net up toward his face to show off the snake we found.

Dad panically took a step back, hitting the back of his head against the front door and knocking over the beer can that sat at his feet. I instinctually went to save the beer from spilling more. I didn’t want dad to be upset with us. 

But he actually wasn’t upset. Instead of his face turning red, it turned pale white. He asked if the snake had bitten us. We told him, “No.” We rarely got bit by the critters we caught. We were skilled trappers.

Our Dad snatched the net out of our hands and dumped the snake into a nearby empty ice chest. He later killed the snake.

“You caught a baby rattlesnake!” he scolded.

When rattlesnakes are less than a year old, they don’t have a rattle. Since they grow one segment of their rattle each year. But they have their poison glands from birth. Granted, the glands might be smaller when they are young. But they also don’t know how to regulate their poison yet. So if a baby rattlesnake bites you, they will release more poison into you than a full grown rattlesnake. Making them more dangerous. And us two little kids had just caught one.
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The Truth of The Tooth
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When I was about six or seven. Grandma, for some reason, got a goat. And then, for some other reason, we ended up taking care of the goat. My family made no sense. But as a kid, it felt very normal to live in chaos, so we never asked questions.

The goat was very sadistic and enjoyed chasing us around whenever we got near him. We feared the goat.

But we existed through it like we did with everything as kids. Then one day we woke up and there was no goat. Obviously, we had questions about where the goat disappeared to. But when we heard that Grandma gave the goat to one of her friends with a farm, we felt pretty lucky. We no longer had to deal with that embodiment of Satan.

A month or so passed in peace. We played out in the woods without fear of the goat. Then one day we found a very mysterious object in the woods. It was about nine or ten inches long, slightly curved and pointed at the end. With ridges all the way down. It wasn’t wood or rock. Maybe closer to bone, but it was a light black, not a dirty white like the bones we knew of.

It was a mystery to me and Sister. Or at the very least, it was a mystery to me. Sister was keeping her mouth shut on its true nature if she did indeed know it.

So in order to glean some insight on the artifact, we brought it to Dad. Mom was at work, like always. So he was, unfortunately, the most knowledgeable person we children had access to at the time. Not sure why we didn’t walk up to our landlord’s house. He was a retired archaeologist and professor. But six-year-old me was an idiot.

So we asked Dad. When he saw it, he seemed shocked. But after a second, he excitedly informed us that we had found a dinosaur tooth. I thought this was so cool. I was going to keep the dinosaur tooth forever. But a week or two later, it just disappeared. Never to be seen again.

A few years later, we learned that Grandma’s goat got dragged into the woods by a mountain lion. Dad heard the commotion and chased the mountain lion into the woods with his rifle while dressed only in the tighty-whities he slept in. But even dragging a goat, the mountain lion was quickly able to disappear into the woods. Dad continued to follow the goat’s screams. But then the screaming suddenly stopped as the goat's neck was snapped. He was too late.

We had found one of the goat’s horns. I guess it’s lucky we didn’t see the rest of the goat's bones. Or the mountain lion.
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The Birds And The Bees
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When I was younger, I don’t remember talking with my parents much. They were busy with adult things. Mom was always too tired from working constantly. And Dad was too drunk.

But because the adults in my life were preoccupied, I had Sister. Well, actually, I had Sister because my parents couldn’t figure out safe sex. But after I was born, they decided they couldn’t have anymore accidents, so Mom got a tubal ligation. Thus it was just Sister and me.

I loved playing with Sister. And she was really smart for her age. But I was even smarter for my age, because she would tell me everything she knew. And I paid attention.

Which meant me and Sister had similar knowledge. So I would go to my parents whenever I had more complex questions.

As a young kid during the mid 2000s, the golden age of adult cartoons. I ended up watching these shows when I probably should have still been watching normal cartoons. But from these adult cartoons, I learned some top secret adult information. I learned that “guys” make sperm, and “girls” have eggs. And when the two meet, a baby is made. I didn’t understand the complexities of gender as a young child.

So by about seven or eight, I had learned the ingredients of a baby. But those cowardly shows wouldn’t show me the process. I later learned that if these shows did show the process, they would be called porn. But I was a young kid without the internet because my family was too poor and hickish to buy a modem. I didn’t know what porn was.

But I had seen pregnant people before. My child brain figured that the egg must grow in a woman’s stomach to make a baby. But then how did the sperm get from the guy to the girl? This was the question that haunted me.

So one day while Mom was driving me and Sister home from school, I asked Mom. And she told me that I needed to ask Dad about that when we got home. I was finally going to get an answer to this burning question.

When we got home, Mom told Dad, “REDACTED wants to ask you about the birds and the bees.”

OH NO! Am I asking about the Birds And The Bees? I’d heard about this conversation from sitcoms that I almost instantly got bored with and ignored while I played with my toys. And The Birds And The Bees was a conversation adults never wanted to have.

So in order to not anger Dad. A skill I had learned well. I came up with the most clever of lies to avoid the conversation. I said “No I don’t” and pushed past him to go play video games upstairs. My cunning worked!

But my investigation would not end there. I needed to uncover the forbidden knowledge of where babies came from. The mystery had something to do with the scary The Birds And The Bees. I wished I had paid more attention to those sitcoms. Maybe then I would have had my answers already. But I had no idea when those episodes would play again. I needed to get to the bottom of this. I couldn’t just wait around for a sitcom to explain it to me.

I knew adults had babies, not kids. So something only adults did created a baby. Well adults kissed on the lips. It didn’t occur to me that I had kissed Grandma on the lips before. I wasn’t a very good scientist, ignoring data like that, but I was a child. Cut me some slack. 

So maybe while kissing, the guy would spit his sperm into the girl’s mouth and she would swallow it into her stomach where the eggs obviously were. And a baby would grow.

Or maybe it had to do with adults sharing beds. Again, being a garbage scientist, I ignored how when I was just slightly younger, me, Sister, Mom and Dad all had to share the same bed because we didn’t have the money for me and Sister to have our own beds. But forget all data that contradicts your hypothesis. Right?

So maybe while the guy sleeps, sperm swims up out of the guy's mouth, explaining why Dad snores all night like there is something in his throat. It then wriggles across the bed into the girl’s mouth and down her throat to make a baby in her stomach.

So yeah, my parents definitely should have explained sex to me, because I came up with explanations one thousand times more disturbing than sex. It just didn’t occur to me that the things people pee out of could be used for so much more.
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Fixed?: Part One
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My family didn’t get internet access until I was about ten. We were a little late to the party, even in a town that was a little late to the party. We actually got a computer before we got internet access. Years before we had internet access, we had an old computer from the late 90s. I think Dad found it at some yard sale for like thirty dollars. But Dad wasn’t very bright, so he probably didn’t understand that you need a modem to get on the internet with a computer. So me and Sister just used the base apps that the computer had on it. We mostly used a crappy painting app. That was just what we thought people did on computers. 

But we finally got internet access thanks to a neighbor who worked in tech and taught us what a modem was and how to set one up. At first, I think all we had that could even connect to the internet was our game console. Then we got a tablet. And when I was fourteen, Sister and I each got laptops. Mostly because we couldn’t do our school work without a laptop.

We were finally in the modern era. Well, that is until the modem that our neighbor had helped us set up years before started to break. Almost everyday we would lose connection and have to restart the modem and wait a few minutes for everything to reconnect. And then one day after restarting the modem over and over, we still couldn’t get it to work.

The next day we went to buy a new modem, and came home with a router by accident. And after hours of not being able to get it to work, we brought the router back to the store and someone explained to us our mistake. But they also told us that we couldn’t return it because the packaging was already opened.

They showed us the modem we needed. But we had already spent about a hundred dollars on a router we didn’t need. So we didn’t have the two hundred dollars that the modems had cost.

We were stuck without internet until we could scrape up another two hundred dollars. But seeing as the internet was how I got most of my school work done, and it was our primary source of entertainment. I wasn’t willing to wait. The modem was broken. So I got a screwdriver and started to take it apart. I couldn’t break it more, and maybe I could fix it.

Sure, I didn’t know the difference between a modem and a router, but most of this tech stuff was made from child labor overseas. If they could make a whole ass modem, I was sure I could figure out how to fix one.

It was probably just a loose wire. Modems are just boxes filled with wires. Or that’s what I thought they were. So I was filled with apprehension when I realized that under the plastic cover was a circuit board. Probably should have guessed that. Okay, so I was a bit in over my head. Those child slaves were smarter than I realized.

But I was sure I could figure it out. I took the circuit board off of all the plastic casing so I could see the whole thing. It was pretty dusty somehow, so I took a paper towel and just wiped down the circuit board. I then looked for any writing on it that might have given me some hints as to what I was looking at. There were some letters on some things, but none of it meant anything to me.

Okay, well, I couldn’t seem to figure out how the modem worked. But I really didn’t need to understand it. I just needed to find the broken part and somehow fix it. Broken should be easy to see. It’s like those pictures for kids where one thing isn’t like the others. So I inspected the circuit board for visible damage.

I understand now that there is no reason to assume that a damaged part would appear any different from a functioning part to the naked eye. But if it’s not abundantly obvious, I didn’t know what I was doing.

Oddly enough, I did find this part of the circuit board that had these metal prong like parts sticking out of it. And one of the prongs appeared to be missing. Okay, cool, I must have found the problem. So all I needed to do was stick a piece of metal into the circuit board, and that would make the modem give us internet again.

But the question was, where could I find a small thin piece of metal that would fit in the tiny hole? As long as it kind of looked like these other metal prong kinds of things, it would probably work. So I looked around and found a twisty tie. These things have metal wire under the plastic. And the wire looked to be about the size I was looking for. So I took a lighter and melted the plastic off the wire and clipped off a piece of the chard wire. I then stuck it in the hole of the circuit board.

So, I had cleaned it, and put a piece of metal where the metal thing went. It should be fixed. So I tried to put it all back together. But while I was taking it apart, I had some trouble and got impatient and cracked some of the plastic pretty badly. So I wasn’t actually able to get the top back onto the modem. 

But it was just a cover. I saw nothing wrong with plugging this exposed circuit board into a power source. So that’s what I did, and I waited to see what would happen. And I’m sure this won’t come as a surprise to anyone. But it turned on and worked perfectly. I fixed the internet!

Okay, I know you must be asking yourself. What the actual fuck? How could my defilement of this broken device possibly have fixed it? It must have been the fact that I cleaned off the dust. Maybe the dust was messing up the conductivity of the circuit board and making it not work or something. I obviously didn’t fucking know. And yeah, maybe that was the problem. But as I’m sure you remember, I broke the top cover of the modem. And after I “fixed” it. The modem worked for another year or two without any major problems. And over this time, that circuit board became very covered in dust. And none of us wanted to clean it because it was working and we really didn’t want to do anything to change that.

Okay, so it must have, for some ridiculous reason, been the metal wire that I stuck into the modem that fixed it. But about a month after I stabbed that metal wire into the circuit board, the wire fell out of its hole. I removed the dislodged wire from the circuit board. And the modem kept functioning.

Which meant I took apart a clearly broken modem and made changes to it that were proven to not have helped in any way. And probably damaged the modem more. Then plugged it back in and had a perfectly functioning modem for another year or two. So I guess magic is real, and I possess magical powers. Really, it’s the only part of this story that makes sense.
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Lost Sheep
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Growing up, I didn’t think we lived in a particularly secluded area. But we were definitely somewhat secluded. We lived pretty far out in the woods. But still only like twenty minutes from the nearest town. It was evidently the sweet spot for getting a lot of people driving down our driveway lost.

The way that our house sat and how the driveway was dug meant that we could hear a car coming before the car could see our house, even while inside our house. It’s hard to describe the layout in writing. But basically a hill and trees kept our house completely hidden from our driveway, which had to wrap all the way around the hill. So we could hear a car coming about forty-five seconds before the car could see our house. This meant that we always greeted every arriving car while standing on our deck.

We either went out to greet them because they were friends who we knew were coming. Or because we didn’t know them and wanted to see why the hell they were so far out in the woods. The answer was almost always that they were lost. This was a time before smartphones and thus gps in your pocket was super popular. And we were also in a place where to this day most smartphones wouldn’t get reception, anyway. We also lived near a river which was frequented by out of towners who would get easily lost on our back roads.

We would always greet them and try our best to point them in the right direction. Then laugh as we watched them try to turn around in our extremely long and narrow driveway.

But one day after getting home from school, we were greeted not by a lost car but by screams for help.

I didn’t really think, I just jumped into action. I ran and grabbed a kitchen knife. It’s usually not a good idea to run into the woods, toward someone screaming for help, without some kind of weapon. I’d seen the movies.

I knew the forest around the house well. I quickly used the animal trails to close in on the yelling. I could tell that it was coming from down the hill near the creek ravine. As I neared, I got low and hid between the trees and underbrush.

There was a lady with her dog on the other side of the ravine. She didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger, but she did seem disheveled. Her distress seemed genuine. Her dog seemed happily confused. I didn’t deem the situation to be of any danger to me, so I stepped into her view with the knife non-threateningly pointed to the ground in a resting position. But I made it obvious that I was armed, just in case.

I called across the ravine, “You okay?”

She responded on edge, “I got lost. I saw some no trespassing signs and thought someone might live nearby, so I just started yelling for help.”

Hmm, honestly a risky but smart strategy. The funny thing was that we didn’t have any no trespassing signs. Lost Lady was technically just across the property border on Neighbor’s property. But seeing as Neighbor was paraplegic, he wasn’t going to be wandering into the woods to find Lost Lady.

“Well, you got lucky. We live just up the ways a bit.” I then slid down the ravine and climbed up to Lost Lady to help her cross. Her footing was awkward and hesitant. She obviously wasn’t familiar with the woods.

I helped her get to the other side of the ravine, and told her, “Follow me,” as I started to guide her back toward our place.

I had switched into my handle shit persona, which seemed to make Lost Lady a bit nervous. I was probably only about eleven or twelve. I shouldn’t have intimidated her so much. I just wanted to make sure I had control of the situation. I didn’t know this lady. As I led her along the hidden trails, she started to explain herself, like she was trying to talk a cop out of giving her a speeding ticket. 

“I’m from Gemstone Basic Symbol,” she explained.

I hadn’t heard of this place, but from the context I could tell she was talking about the Christian summer camp a couple miles away. My family had no interest in the place and thus we generically referred to it as the Church Camp. I think this was the first time I was hearing its actual name.

I didn’t respond because my brain wasn’t good with social interactions. So she continued, “I went for a walk with my dog on one of the trails this morning, but I got lost.”

This made sense. Those trails weaved all around the forest below Neighbor’s property. Neighbor actually had a deal with the Church Camp that he could harvest dead trees from the trails in exchange for keeping the trails maintained. And since Neighbor couldn’t do the work himself, he would hire his friends to cut down the trees and clear the trails of larger debris. This included Dad. He would pay Dad a bit of money and let him keep some of the wood for our own wood stove. And Dad would always bring me and Sister with him to help out. So I knew what trails she was talking about.

“Oh yeah, those trails go all over the woods down the hill. You’re pretty far from the Church Camp now, but my mom can give you a ride back over there. I’m sure. It’s not much of a drive. But I see your water bottle is empty. You can refill it in the house. We are almost back.”

“Thank you, I really appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

I guided Lost Lady to our house, and led her inside our cabin which was decorated with house plants, abalone shells, deer antlers, bird feathers, and a whole host of other strange decorations put up by my wonderfully hippie Mom.

I filled Mom in on what had happened and she told Lost Lady that she would drive her back to the Church Camp, but not before offering her every type of food and beverage we had. Mom had a good heart, even if she wasn’t able to give us a good childhood. She tried.

After Lost Lady accepted some water and a granola bar, Mom drove her back to the Church Camp. We never saw Lost Lady again. I know close to nothing about her and her life. No idea where she is now. But I like to hope that she still thinks about us like I still think about her. Good deeds can be a connecting force, even if you never meet the person again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

New School, Who Dis?
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At the end of middle school, my small nerdy group of friends wanted to go to the college prep high school that oddly existed in my rural town. Why did my town feel like it just shouldn’t exist? Like hauntingly so. But anyway I decided that I would also apply to that high school.

I didn’t have any plans for what school I wanted to go to. It just made sense to follow my friends. So I got an application just a couple days before it was due. And I quickly filled it out. My friends had been working on their applications for over a week.

The day the application was due, Mom took the application to the high school office. She had just gotten off work. I was still at school. But she got to the office late, and they were technically closed. Luckily, a person who was working late graciously let Mom in and allowed her to drop off the application.

Then, after a month or so of waiting, we all got letters in the mail telling us if we got in or not. Everyone, except for me, got. Rejected. I was the only person who made it in. Well fuck, the plan to go to the same high school as my friends backfired.

But filling out the paperwork for a different school sounded like a lot of work. And if I went to this school, I could get a two-year associate degree for free. So I decided to go even though I didn’t know anyone there.

Honestly, the thought of not knowing anyone was kind of exciting. I could be whoever I wanted to be. I could finally be cool.

So when I went to a kind of lecture slash orientation that explained how the school worked to both the students and the parents, I paid close attention to how people interacted. I was pretty good at studying social dynamics. That’s mostly how I learned my social skills.

By the end of the lecture that I paid no attention to, I had a decent grasp of how the class dynamics would work. And when everyone started to mingle, I tried without much success to talk with the kids who I thought would turn out popular.

I may have been good at knowing how social interactions worked, but implementing them I found to be much harder. So after a lot of awkward standing just outside of conversations. And a few actual conversations that only proved to be more awkward. I cut my losses and went to find Mom to see if we could leave.

I found her chatting with another mom, and the mom’s son. I knew this kid was going to be very unpopular. Shit, this wasn’t good. I tried to pull Mom out of the conversation as quickly as I could. But with how controlling Dad was, Mom didn’t have any friends. So she was really enjoying striking up a conversation with a like-minded woman. I was stuck.

Neither me nor the other kid talked much. He seemed very awkward, but then again, so was I. And then, after an excruciating amount of time, I was able to convince Mom that we should go home.

When the actual first week of school rolled around, I was ready for my mission to become popular. But I realized that most people already knew a few other students because they were coming from the same middle schools. It seemed like every middle school in the area had at least a couple of kids making up my class. Except for my middle school.

As the week went on, I was having a hard time getting into any of the already established friend groups. And that’s when our first partner project got announced in English. I don’t remember what the project was. I just knew that I needed to be partners with a popular kid. So I went over to the kid who I thought was most popular and he obviously already had a partner. I then went onto the next kid and the next rejection. And then I went on to the next. Until it became apparent that the only other person without a partner was the awkward kid whose mom was becoming friends with Mom. Fuck. I was stuck with him.

I felt defeated. I was going to be a loser, just like I was in middle school. So much for my new start.

But it was what it was. So me and this kid started talking and figuring out our project. And we really hit it off. We both had a passion for storytelling. We both loved nerdy shit. And we quickly became close friends. And we stayed close friends all the way through high school and even a couple of years after. Nerd Friend introduced me to the world of Dungeons and Dragons, which I still play to this day.

Nerd Friend was honestly a great guy and my jerk ass was being a judgy little bitch. I loved my middle school friends. I filled out a big ass application to go to the same high school as them. I tried to keep in touch with them even as I was starting high school. Why did I all of a sudden think I needed to be popular? Well, I know why. I wanted to be seen. But I hadn’t figured out what being seen actually meant at this age. 
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Mmmm, Rocks
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As high school went on, I continued to make friends with the weirdos and outcasts. I had found my people. So of course one day, me and a friend started talking about a cartoon where one of the main characters builds most of their house out of sand, and also eats sand.

And this conversation obviously followed the natural flow all conversations follow and led to us seriously talking about eating sand.

Sure, it was just a stupid conversation we arrived at through a rabbit hole of rambling and joking. But once we started talking about it, we couldn’t get the idea out of our heads. So we obviously decided we had to do it. Nonchalantly eating sand in front of people just sounded like the funniest joke ever.

Every Friday we played Dungeons and Dragons with Nerd Friend and a couple other friends. So we agreed that my friend would bring some spoons, and I would bring a jar of sand to the next Dungeons and Dragons game. Then we would munch down on some sand.

We thought the idea of one person having the spoons and the other person having the sand would show a level of planning and coordination that would make the situation even more confusing for everyone else.

So Thursday evening, I walked up my driveway. It cut through a hillside that had been hydraulically mined out well over one hundred years before. Hillsides with giant scars cut into them were pretty common in my town, since it started as a mining town.

This might not have been the best location to gather sand to eat. The miners often used mercury to help separate out the gold from the sand, or something like that. And natural arsenic was often uncovered and concentrated in these mined out hills. I think. I’m not a scientist. But I’m sure most doctors would tell you that eating sand in general is already a bad idea, so what’s a little mercury and arsenic on top? It’s fine.

So I scooped some sand into a jar, sealed it up, and put it into my backpack. The next day, after school, we all went over to Nerd Friend’s house. We sat down at the table, getting ready to play. I pulled out my jar of sand and wordlessly looked at my co-conspirator, who then pulled out two spoons.

I opened the jar and my friend handed me a spoon. We both took a spoonful of sand and ate it. I then put the lid back on the sand, put it back in my backpack, and returned Best Friend’s spoon.

No words had been spoken by anyone at the table, until Nerd Friend finally asked the question on everyone’s minds, “Did you guys just eat sand?”

I just shrugged.

Best Friend said nothing.

So Nerd Friend just said, “Okay, I guess we aren’t going to acknowledge this. Are we ready to play D&D?”
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