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A tour de forcel It's really unlike anything I've read before.”

“This is by far the truest and most honest autobiography
| have ever read. It is great work and obviously
very difficult and hard work."

“Just fourteen pages in and already cackling like a hyena on
mushrooms over here. My poor neighbors.”

‘[Mattl plays with quotes, stories, and a wily, at times even serious
irreverence. Family, religion, consciousness, health, life, reality,
and everything are given a series of pulsating reflections and
staggering vulnerabilities that are hard to put down.”

‘Really love this book. It is honest without being overly dramatic.
Touching without being too sad. Funny and interesting.”

‘An unconventional autobiography with
some thought-provoking ideas!”

"Rapidly addictive. I'm having a hard time putting the book down,
and | am no bookworm.”

‘I can't believe how real [the bookl is. It's definitely a nice change
of pace from the typical stuffy, overly serious memoir.”
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For AMG

<Snape*>“Obviously”</Snape>

Every writer has an ideal reader,
and it was just my good luck

that mine wanted to sleep with me.

-Michael Chabon, Wonder Boys

*Alan Rickman as Snape being reviewed by Dolores Umbridge in
Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix. Anne is a big Rickman fan.
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Matt Ball is the author, co-author, secondary-author, ghost-author,
and non-author of countless articles, speeches, book chapters, and
even entire books! The most recent (before this masterpiece) was his
blockbuster* The Accidental Activist. Currently, he is President of
One Step for Animals; previously, he was shitcanned from so many
nonprofits that we can't list them all here. Before Matt’s unfortunate
encounter with activism, he was an aerospace engineer who wanted
to work for NASA (to impress Carl Sagan).

His hobbies include photography, almost dying, and || | |
(Hey! This is a family-friendly bio!) He lives in Tucson with his
soulmate and reluctant editor Anne Green, along with no dogs, no
cats, no guinea pigs, and only the occasional snake and scorpion.

*JK
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There's no such thing as no regrets
But baby
It's all right.

-Mary Chapin Carpenter

It's sad
So sad
Why can't we talk it over?
Oh, it seems to me

Sorry seems to be the hardest word.

-Elton John

The point is, there is no point. Choose your own!

-Ann LecRie

Writing a book is hard!
You have to go long stretches

without looking at social media.

-Faith Salie
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I'm choosing my confessions
Like a hurt, lost, and blinded fool, fool.

Oh no, I've said too much.

-R.EM. “Losing My Religion”

When you are in the middle of a story
itisn't a story at all,
but only a confusion...
It's only afterwards that it becomes

anything like a story at all.

-Margaret Atwood, Alias Grace

When | write something
| usually think it is very important
and that I am a very fine writer.
But there is one corner of my mind
in which | know very well what | am,
which is a small, a very small writer.
| swear | know it.

But that doesn't matter much to me.

-Natalia Ginsburg, My Vocation (Translated by Dick Davis)

Losing My Religions






The next thing I remember is coming to with my head
against something hard and cold and wet. I don’t know
where [ am. There is no noise, only formless light.

I can’t move and I can'’t feel my legs. It dawns on me:
“Maybe I'm paralyzed.”

Then I realize my head is in a pool of my own blood.
My soulmate is on the other side of the door.

She doesn’t know if I'm alive.

She will have to save my life.
She will bring me back again.
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Anything for Her Laugh
+ Warnings & Notes

WWhen I'm 40 years older,
when I'm wrinkled and wise
I will trade all my liberty

for that look in your eyes.

-Tears for Fears, “The Tipping Point”

To spare my hands, much of what you'll read here was spoken into
my phone. (Huzzah for voice recognition!) This also makes sense
because [ am looking to have a conversation with you. Yes, a sadly
one-sided conversation for now, but the non-memoir portions of
this book have been developed through decades of discussions
with hundreds of friends and acquaintances and enemies, including
some of the most brilliant and astute individuals you could ever
hope to meet. Their ideas and insights, reproaches and rebuttals
have stretched my mind, leading me down paths I never imagined
and very often resisted.
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The conversation is as honest as I can make it. Not fictionalized,
not dramatized, not sugarcoated, not exaggerated, not glorified. It
goes to some dark places. And my humor is often dark, too. I read
Anne one bit and she laughed. I exalted: “That’s what I'm going for.”
“Oh, no, no, no,” she replied. “You can't say that.”

Oh, yes, yes, yes.

I was born a cranky old man. You've been warned. Keep in mind
large swaths of this book are much, much worse for Anne.

PS re: conversation: Books, including memoirs, are generally
presented as fully-formed, perfectly-polished pieces of coherent
narrative. But that is not how they come about. Writing takes place
within a life, with much else going. If you and I were sitting down
to talk, that conversation would obviously take place within the
context of our lives, our moods, and the broader world. So in these
pages, I'm going to tell you at least some of the context, to let you
know what is going on as I write. I'll also share some of my thought
process. Really, this isn't a book as much as a window into one
month of the interesting life of an uninteresting person.

In addition to random photographs (by me and EK Green) there
are travelogs, too, as the book was written during the month of
May 2022, while Anne and I were traveling together for the first
time in over three years. (Of course, editing went on for many
months after the first draft was finished.) Believe it or not, this
makes the book much happier than it would have been otherwise.

PPS: This book may seem substantial, but you can skip some
chapters - e.g., many of the animal, philosophy, Worsts, and
SportsBall! I will note those as they come up.



The general arc of the book’s narrative - the “Days” - runs as
follows: 100% chance of shitty, then partly sexy, then beautiful with
gusts of lust, concluding with dangerous, near-fatal shitstorms
interspersed with periods of bright sun.

You will find the non-Day chapters of varying interest and
usefulness.

There are three Perfect times and three Worst times.
Some names have been changed. Some have not.

Two events and one picture were determined to be too gross and
embarrassing even for me. Apologies to my beta readers.

If you wonder if something is serious or not, assume I'm joking.
There are 47 (not 42) typos - catch them all!

Also - after failing to get the interest of any literary agent - yeah, I
know - another old white guy <snore> - I've added links for the
ebook / pdf versions. (If you don’t already, please use AdBlock. Your
life will be better.) When I'm reading, there are often things I don't
know or would like to investigate more. So I'll make it easy for you
- just a quick click over to Wikipedia or YouTube or Amazon. We'll
try to make the links subtle enough so they don't distract from
reading too much. (Is this blue subtle enough?) Links don’t seem to
work with a pdf opened in the Kindle app. Sorry.

And one link is a Rickroll.

Losing My Religions 4


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/47_(number)#Pomona_College
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/42_(number)#The_Hitchhiker's_Guide_to_the_Galaxy
https://getadblock.com/en/
https://www.mattball.org/2017/05/vox-voices-video.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rickrolling

Finally: Even as a conversation, it has been extraordinarily hard to
write a memoir for you. Most of it was easy to write for me - every
person, every place, every event is rich with memories, images,
sounds, associations. Even the shitty Before Anne times were easy
to write, as those stories have been repeated many times and I no
longer associate with Young Matt.

(The chapters covering Plague Year 2021 and The Last Worst -
Day 29 Concluded and Day 30 - were much harder for me to write
than they will be for you to read.)

But for the book as a whole, the question remains:
Why would you give a shit?

I've wondered that every day I've worked on this.

On the other hand:

If you're not telling a story
with all the classic ingredients that hold people:

love, war, sex, conflict, tragedy...

—Trish Hall, \¥/riting to Persuade

Well, for better and for worse, I've got all those for you.

Here we go.


https://www.amazon.com/Writing-Persuade-Bring-People-Over-ebook/dp/B07JR2DN9S

Random Photo #1. Moon and Half Dome, Yosemite.

A pale imitation of this.
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Day 1: One Love, One Hate
+ Carl Sagan

Welcome to your life.
There's no turning back.

-Tears for Fears, “Everybody Wants to Rule the World"

Growing up, I had one great love and
one great hate.

For as long as I can remember, |
loved everything to do with airplanes
and space. (You might say that would
be two loves, but: aero-space.)
Although I didn't get to fly until 1979
(an American Airlines 727, DTW-STL-
IAH) I had visited the Smithsonian Air
& Space Museum in Washington DC
the previous year with my maternal
grandfather. Robert had served in the
Pacific during WWII, so he appreciated



https://www.mattball.org/2020/04/mad-world-best-album.html

the naval aviation exhibit and quietly tolerated the ten-year-old’s
endless excited explanations on everything from the Wright Flyer
to the X-15.

(This is still a problem today. Anne often walks into my office
and catches me watching “plane videos” while I'm doing physical
therapy. Even worse, the local Air and Space Museum is free for us
the first weekend of the month, so she has repeatedly heard of the
F-102 Delta Dagger’s failure and how aerospace engineers fixed it
with the F-106 Delta Dart. If you are dozing off already, imagine
what it is like to be my spouse.)

Northern Ohio winters, on the other hand, I loathed. This made for
particularly bittersweet Octobers, when the light was brilliant and
pure, the leaves luminous, and the air crisp and scented with the
season’s first woodsmoke. But even the festivals, with their
enormous grills of savory meat, cauldrons of sweet apple butter,
piles of greasy fried dough (“elephant ears”) and flagons of warm
spiced cider couldn't completely suppress the dread of what was
about to descend.

At the time, I thought it was just the temperature. [ was cold
from October through April. Anne and EK would later dub me “Big
Frozen Feet” during our winters in Pittsburgh. (I'm still a baby when
it comes to the climate. The first time all three of us came to visit
Tucson Arizona, we snickered when my young cousin Peter put on
a knit hat and heavy jacket while we were in shorts and t-shirts.
Now, though, I'm just like him.)

It turns out the problem was more than the cold. It was
primarily Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD) which I wouldn't learn
about until I was an adult. Eventually I found an SSRI anti-

Losing My Religions 8
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depressant that helped me avoid so many listless hours on the
couch during the depths of January and February. Finding a mind
medicine that worked was a difficult process, though. Years before,
just after it was introduced, a doctor prescribed Prozac (for major
depression, not SAD) and I didn’t sleep for three days. It was one of
the times I literally thought I was going to die.

Anne is the same way about grey days. After we had lived here
in Tucson for a while, she came with me on a work trip. Starting in
Portland and heading north, I gave a series of talks and interviews
throughout the Northwest. On the morning of the third
consecutive dreary day in Vancouver, she muttered, “If I don't see
the sun today, someone is going to get hurt.”

For us, sunshine can be even more powerful than any SSRI.
When we first escaped Pittsburgh’s winter gloom for Arizona’s
brilliance, it was the best high I'd ever experienced. It was
shocking, a revelation: We didn't have to be depressed all winter
long!

However, I didn’t understand the physiology of this as a kid. I
just felt a fear and loathing of winter’s coming.

Of course, I wanted to be an aerospace engineer. My goal was
to design planes or work on NASA’s missions to the other planets.
Carl Sagan had planted this seed with his original public television
series, Cosmos. Every episode enthralled me. His shows and books
transported me away from my wretched terrestrial experience.
This may read like melodramatic nostalgia, but I was once out with
a girl - a desperately-desired but exceedingly-rare occurrence -
who was visiting her Ohio relatives across the street. Even then, I
insisted on cutting our time short so I could get back in time to see
that night's Cosmos episode. It was a rerun, but worth it.


https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/depression/in-depth/ssris/art-20044825
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Sagan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmos:_A_Personal_Voyage

I talked about Carl Sagan so much that teachers referred to him
as “Uncle Carl” - “I saw Uncle Carl on Carson last night.” Much like
Neil deGrasse Tyson had done a few years before (and would talk
about on the first episode of his 2014 version of Cosmos) I wrote to
Uncle Carl, pleading to be allowed to visit. Unlike NdGT, I was
refused. Carl did write me a very nice letter, though, telling me that
if I wanted to study the planets, I should go into physics, not

engineering.

Losing My Religions 10
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However, [ wanted to actually help build something, rather than
just look at data. I'm very much an engineer by nature. There is an
old joke:

A physicist and an engineer are asked to prove that all
odd numbers are prime. The physicist says, “One is
prime, three is prime, five is prime, seven is prime, nine
is not prime, eleven is prime, thirteen is prime. Nine is
experimental error, therefore all odd numbers are
prime." The engineer says, “One is prime, three is prime,
five is prime, seven is prime, nine is prime, eleven is

prime, thirteen is prime, all odd numbers are prime.”

The joke is that we engineers don’t care about “proving” anything.
If you ask for a proof, it means we already know it is true. Stop
wasting time and let’s get to work solving real problems.

(The better joke is that I need to explain the joke. Engineer
humor!)

That letter from Uncle Carl hung framed on my bedroom wall
until my parents sold the house. I still have it today. (The letter, not
the house. Never going back there.)

Later, as an adult, I had a debate through the mail with Uncle
Carl about the nature of ethics. He disagreed with me, saying
sentience couldn’t be the basis for ethics, because it extends down
[sic] through many creatures. I wrote back that sentience’s
prevalence couldn’t be an argument against it, especially since
sentience was the only thing that made sense. Intelligence couldn’t
work, because it varies widely within humans, but our fundamental
human rights shouldn’t vary. I don’t know what he thought about
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that, because he died soon after. (Does that mean I won by
default?)

From what I've learned, it seems like Ann Druyan, his final wife
and co-author on the very pro-animal Shadows of Forgotten
Ancestors, is the one more concerned with other creatures.
However, even in 1977's Pulitzer-winning The Dragons of Eden,
Sagan had written:

The cognitive abilities of chimpanzees force us, | think,
to raise searching questions about the boundaries of the
community of beings to which special ethical
considerations are due, and can, | hope, help to extend
our ethical perspectives downward through the taxa on
Earth and upwards to extraterrestrial organisms, if they
exist.

(Just FYI, you'll get no sentences like that from me in this book.)

In an effort to get to warmer winters, I spent eighth grade looking
into aerospace engineering programs in better climates. I was too
timid and provincial to consider moving all the way across the
country to California. (During my first year of college, someone
mildly asked, “Do you wanna get high?” I totally freaked out. Much
more on drugs to come.) MIT was way too cold, so Georgia Tech
was it. More research into Tech showed that my path to the sun
would be their President’s Scholarship.

From then on, I tried to curate my (horrible) high school
experience to fit the President’s Scholarship’s criteria. This
involved more than just retaking the SAT when Tech raised the

Losing My Religions 12
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minimum score required from 1350 (my first score was 1370) to
1400 (second score: 1410). I also had to show “leadership.”

So I cheated.

During my first year of high school, in one of many incidents of
bullying during 12 years at Catholic schools, a former “friend” pried
open my locker and dumped milk over all my possessions. He was
caught and then “wanted” (read: “was forced”) to make amends. In
order to show Georgia Tech their desired “leadership” skills, I had
him get me elected to Student Council.

The locker incident precipitated what I think was my first
significant mental break. I had always been anxious and high-
strung: A toy aircraft carrier breaking, a painting mistake on a
Pinewood Derby car, an inability to swallow pills - these and more
brought on major meltdowns. When [ was 14 or 15, I fell apart in the
principal’s office, having been busted for assisting a cheating ring
in an attempt to be less despised. However, the locker incident put
me in bed for an extended period, simply unable to function.

After my locker was ruined, I was given space at the end of the
juniors’ hall. This created an entirely new cohort of bullies. One kid
ran for the President of Student Council with the slogan “Matt Ball
out of our hall.” That was it. Those were his signs. That was his
campaign speech before the entire school.

At least I was too tall to be crammed inside that locker.

Like the teachers in grade school, the teachers in high school
hated me. (Except my 12" grade art teacher. Foreshadowing!) One
petty example: they didn’t grant me membership in the National
Honor Society until I was in my cap and gown about to give my
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valedictory address at graduation, and then only because my mom
had gone ballistic.

Grades 1-12 suuuuucked.

My parents knew this was coming, right from the bitter beginning.
Dad told me the story after I had left for college:

When I was in first grade, my folks went to the parents’ night
where they were given the results of our standardized tests. My
mom sat beaming, holding out the sheet with all my 99"
percentiles like a trophy. When the test expert got to the part of
his presentation about gifted students, he noted that kids at the
very top often had significant problems fitting in. He even
mentioned troubles with teachers.

Goddamn was he prophetic.

As he painted this gloomy picture, mom’s face slowly fell. She
pulled the sheet in closer and closer and sank down lower and
lower, trying to hide.

My parents did try to help. When I started high school, mom
insisted that I take Biology instead of “General Science.” The school
had a strict policy that no first years take Biology, but as would
eventually be the case with the National Honor Society, she beat
them into submission.

I worked my butt off in Biology - one of only two classes that
required effort until Kent State. (The other was Mechanical
Drawing, which turned out to be a waste of time since engineering
was moving to computers. Mech D was incredibly hard because
even before I broke my neck, I could hardly control my hands. In
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second grade, the nun - who was shorter than me, no joke -
singled me out for bad handwriting.)

At the end-of-year awards ceremony, the principal explained
that the school recognized the top student in all three science
classes. (“General Science” didn't count.) “But this year, we're giving
out a special award to Jane....” (Jane was clearly the smartest in the
class ahead of me.) I turned to the kid next to me in the bleachers
and started bitching. “I'm sure I did as well as she did!” My whining
continued until I heard:

“..Matt Ball.”

I had no idea what was going on. I looked around. There was
silence and people staring at me, so I decided to walk up. (What
else to do?) There, the principal handed me a medal. Some of the
upperclassmen hissed at me as I walked back.

It turned out that I had won the Biology prize, but Jane’s grade
was so close to mine that they gave her an award, too.

The next year, I totally choked on a Chemistry exam. To this
day, I don't know what happened. (The teacher was also
flabbergasted.) Of course, I sobbed. Jane would win the Chemistry
prize that year, and, after being valedictorian of the class of ‘85, she
would go on to major in Chemistry. Coincidence?

Chemistry was the one academic award I failed to win there in
Redneckistan. I won the Physics prize the next year. I even won the
English prize at graduation.

This was long expected of me. At the eighth-grade awards
program, Father Shiffler said, “You might as well just stay up here.”
(That kinda thing made me exactly as popular as you would think.)

15 Ball



Starting in sixth grade, Shiffler was the only person around who
was taller than me, teachers included. In the “Can you imagine?”
column of the grade-school paper, they once asked, “Can you
imagine ... Matt Ball ever looking up to someone?” To this day, I
wonder if they intended the double meaning, if they knew just how
right they were about me in that cow-forsaken cowtown.
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Parentheticals & Grammar & Memory

“If you didn't know what it was about,

why'd you keep writing?”
‘| couldn't stop.”

-Wonder Boys

(the movie based on Michael Chabon's novel)

Much of my life has been spent writing and editing to official style
guides and conventions. However, the bottom line shouldn’t be
rules or consistency. The bottom line should be communication. I
want this book to be an easy, fun, and helpful read.

Well, at least two out of three.

One example:

I've never seen a good way to deal with ideas that are not
directly part of the linear narrative. A footnote immediately draws
your eye down, and then you have to find your place again. (Even
worse on a Kindle.) Endnotes are mostly ignored; to read them in
context is even more disruptive than footnotes. For this reason, I'm
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leaving parentheticals in the text. There will be plenty, because
that’s how it goes. Recounting a life doesn’'t happen linearly.

You'll notice that I'm also breaking other rules. Like complete
sentences. We don't always talk in complete sentences, so why
must we when we write? [ want this to read as though I'm talking
with you, not to pass muster with The World’s Best Editor.

Another example: when there is an adverb modifying an
adjective - e.g., tightly-tuned, fantastically-funny, incredibly-
insightful, hunkily-handsome, amazingly-alliterative - I hyphenate
them, even though Anne complains. But the words read together to
modify the next word!

Also: No need for a comma after a parenthetical - the
parenthetical creates the necessary pause for the reader.

I'm not repeating the song title if it is already in the quoted
lyrics. The repetition looks silly.

Microsoft Word (where I'm laying this out) doesn’'t have good
hyphenation or tracking and kerning controls (sorry) so the text
isn’t fully justified. But white space is a reader’s friend. Seriously - if
you were to design a book from scratch, would it look like a book
from hundreds of years ago? No! Let’s stop doing things just
because that’s how they've been done before.

I'm creating this for you, not a designer or editor or professor. I
want you to experience reading it as I did writing it — as me talking
with you, sometimes happy, sometimes sad, sometimes pissed off.

And with digressions. Many, many digressions.
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Finally:
The author doesn't have the energy
or, more importantly, skill,
to fib about this being anything
other than him telling you about things,
and is not a good enough liar to do it in any competently

sublimated narrative way...

-Dave Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius

Everything here is true to the best of my memory. I would testify to
it under oath in court, “So help me Dog.” Yet of course memory is
incredibly fragile and fallible. Every time we recall a memory, we

rewrite it.

I've told these stories (mostly to Anne) so many times that there
is no way any of these memories is pristine. Of course, I know my
memoir-writing ego wants me to be the hero, so my synaptic
connections have often been reweighted to make me better than I
am. However, there is no option but to tell you what [ remember.

Well, except not to tell you anything. But where’s the fun in that?
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Yellowstone Falls and part of Yellowstone Canyon.
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Day 1 Continued: Up Shit Creek

GET OoUT!

-Sister Rita

Before I went to Kent State University in 1985, the only smart
person I ever knew was Paul. (There are two Pauls in this book -
three if you count McCartney - plus four Marys, two Brians, two
Carolines, two Kens, two Aarons, two Lovetts, and many variations
of “Anne.”)

Paul the First was in my first-grade class of 18 kids at Saint Pius
School in Toledo Ohio. He and I would go up to second grade for
reading and math, making us absolutely beloved by the teachers
and kids in both classes. After that year, the school skipped him
right to third grade. (I later found out my parents wouldn'’t let them
do that to me; at the time, however, [ assumed [ wasn'’t quite as
smart as Paul.) Then his family moved away.

After I finished fifth grade in 1979, the five Balls moved 58 miles
south-east to the town of Tiffin Ohio, population: 15k. Phillip, the
classmate who drew my St. Pius going-away card, had to prompt
our classmates: “Say something nice about Matt.” Most wrote “you
tall” or “your tall.”
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In Tiffin, I went to St. Joe’s grade school, where I had Sister Rita
for math. She loved math. She especially loved the funky math
problems that were part of the annual northwest Ohio math
competition. She lived for that event.

I didn't really think much ;
about it when I first '
competed in seventh grade.
But a few days later, while I
was shooting hoops on the
playground, Sister Rita came
struggling across the
blacktop (she wasn'’t the
most fit person) yelling
something. Turns out I had
won. She was far more

excited than I was. Actually,
she was more elated than I'd
ever seen anyone. She also enjoyed the awards banquet far more
than I did, given that no one from St. Joe’s had ever even placed
before. (In a photo from the banquet, my dad’s tie is hilariously
short.)

At the competition the next year, [ was only interested in
sneaking away with fellow trumpeter Caroline the First, my sole
girlfriend between grade one and grade twelve. (The math
competition was on the campus of Bowling Green State University.
More foreshadowing!) She and I successfully sneaked, so I was
pretty happy and ... distracted ... when it came time to take the
test. On the bus ride back, Sister Rita toddled over and eagerly
asked me how it had gone. (The test, not the sneaking). When I told
her, “I feel like I did better last year,” she deflated. But I won again.
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Winning didn't keep me in Sister Rita’s good graces, though. One
time I yawned in class - I almost never slept well - and she
screamed at me, “If you're bored, get out!” I looked around, truly
bewildered. Yelling even more loudly than she had after I won the
math competition, she bellowed, “If you're bored, get out!” Now I
realized she was talking to me but was paralyzed.

“GET OUT!”

I had no idea what to do. After another moment, I stood up, left
the classroom, and went to the boys’ bathroom. In a few minutes,
John came down to get me: “You're up shit creek, man.”

While school sucked, it’s not like things were awesome at home.
For example: After what felt like many failures (only two, though -
time is different to a kid) I finally won the Pinewood Derby - where
Cub Scouts build and race little cars. Those winning wheels were
modeled after a 1958 Formula 1 race car (the previous year’s had
been a rocket). In the victorious photo, I'm in my uniform and hat -
I almost always wore a hat - holding the red-and-yellow car and
first-place medal.
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Back home in a celebratory
mood - this was definitely better
than winning a math competition
- I was horsing around with my
younger brother. We accidentally
knocked a plastic bottle of
Johnson’s Baby Shampoo into the
tub. Mom erupted, shrieking at
us to GET OUT! and go to the
Villa - the orphanage a half-mile
away that was her go-to threat.

This time proved to be no
threat, so we got out. It was dark

and cold and wet. My memory is
that my brother didn’t have anything on his feet, so I gave him my
slippers. My recollection also includes snow, but I wouldn't bet lots
of money on that.

Instead of the orphanage (too scary!) we went to neighbors a
few doors down, ringing their doorbell while sobbing hysterically.
The neighbors called my folks, who eventually came to get us and
told us to come up with our own punishment.

For spilling a bit of No More Tears shampoo.
Nothing about this post-derby incident is fictionalized or
exaggerated. But this isn't a “check out how my dysfunctional

family ruined me” book, so let’s stop there. I'll also skip the shitty
slave-labor jobs that fueled my horrible relationship with money...
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...except the one when I was fifteen (so young that I could be
paid less than minimum wage) in an unventilated factory where the
paint and solvent fumes were terrible. Add that to growing up
during Peak Lead - leaded gasoline, leaded paint - and it's amazing
I can even tie my shoes.

By the way, my mom better never find out about this book. (And
our kid should never read it either. No one should have to think of
their parents as sexual beings. Ewww.) Twenty-five years ago, I was
quoted in the Wall Street Journal saying my mom wasn'’t supportive
when [ stopped eating animals. (Because she wasn’t, and the article
was about how vegetarianism causes family stress.) Even though no
one she knew read the Journal, she is still angry about that. A
quarter-century later!

I'm still angry about several things (OK, more than several) but
mostly about what happened last year, in July 2021. I've let most of
the rest go to at least some extent, although not with forgiveness.
As you'll see.
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Day 1 Concluded:
The Tyranny of Money

Push the button.

-The Chemical Brothers

After Paul the First, I didn’t meet any other smart kids my age until
1985. That's when I discovered many colleges run summer
programs for kids they want to recruit. I was invited to Harvard,
which provided one of my few fun non-basketball memories from
Tiffin Calvert Catholic High School:

During a class change, as I walked by the principal on my way to
my locker, I very casually mentioned, “Oh, I need a letter from you
- I've been invited to Harvard.” When I walked back, he was still
stunned and could only say one word: “Harvard?”

I'm pretty sure life would have been significantly different if I
hadn’t turned down Harvard. But their program cost a bit of
money, while I could go to Kent State for free.

This might have been the first time my unhealthy relationship
with money made a very important decision for me. It wasn't
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because I viewed money as an end in itself. Rather, I saw money as
freedom.

One thing I realized as a kid was that the true golden rule is:
Those who have the gold make the rules. Even then, I didn’t want
to be ruled. I wanted to be free, free of all these people. Nearly
everyone wants something, and - maybe intentionally, maybe
subconsciously - they will use any possible leverage, including
debt, to get what they want.

It might sound like I was rebellious, but in reality, I was an

obedient Catholic boy, serving mass when others wouldn’t - even
while sick, barfing in the vestibule. Like PETA co-founder Alex
Pacheco a few years before me, I thought I might want to be a
priest. (The local girls seemed to think I should be celibate.)
Luckily, Father Ted looked me straight in the eyes and said, “No.
No, you don't.”

we going to spend o
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Ted was the only person who liked my valedictory speech in 1986.
He reprinted it (above) in two parts in his parish’s bulletin (not our
parish - St. Joe’s certainly wouldn’t have allowed that) with a lovely
introduction and a funny note at the end of the first half: “What a
cliffhanger!”

If anyone else at the graduation was listening, it soared over
their head like the Concord. One classmate, Ricky, came up to me
after and said, “Bally, someday you'll have to tell me what that was

about.”

The school administrators were just relieved. That year, they
changed the rules so that the valedictorian had to submit their
speech for approval. (For those keeping score: the school would let
an upperclassman mock and vilify me with campaign signs and his
speech to the entire school, but I could not even mention my
experiences at the school.) Everyone thought I was going to use the
speech to take my vengeance and document how hellaciously I had
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been treated for four years. I wanted to. I yearned to. For years, I
had dreamt of doing so. In my head, I wrote speech after speech
after speech. I visualized that moment in great detail, when I would
finally have my revenge.

But they had me boxed in, and I wasn'’t brave enough to pull a
bait-and-switch. So instead, I basically stole Chapter 13 of Uncle
Carl’s Cosmos, “Who Speaks for Earth?” A quick Googling finds this

summary:

A climactic wrap-up where Carl Sagan summarizes both
the nightmarish behavior of our species and the
possible alternatives to that behavior. This episode is “a
prognosis for Earth" that weighs humanity's successes
and failures. The episode opens by juxtaposing the
actions of respectful European traders in Alaska with
those of the conquistadors, and goes from there to a
wrenching description of a dream of Sagan's. In that
dream, he is exploring space, and comes upon a planet
as it snuffs out, only to return to find Earth snuffed as
well. That leads to an impassioned discussion of nuclear
weapons.

Like Uncle Carl, I spoke about the ever-present possibility of
nuclear war. This threat cast a pall over my childhood and
adolescence.

(In fact, my first specific memory of suicidal thoughts is tied up
with nuclear war. During seventh grade, we were tasked with
writing a story about the end of the world. [Nice, huh?] I wrote
mine with two alternating plots. The first started with current
world events followed by fictionalized events leading to DEFCON 1,
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with the President getting out “The Button.” The second plot
followed events in my life that eventually drove me to get out one
of my father’s guns. The last chapter was simply: “He pushed. I
pulled.”

I got an “A” on the assignment and totally freaked out my
teacher.)

Graduation was my first, utterly nerve-wracking public speech. At
one point I lost my place and almost panicked. Early on, I threw in
one of Douglas Adams’ jokes from The Hitchhiker's Guide to the
Galaxy:

This planet has - or rather had - a problem, which was
this: most of the people living on it were unhappy for
pretty much of the time. Many solutions were
suggested for this problem, but most of these were
largely concerned with the movement of small green
pieces of paper, which was odd because on the whole it
wasn't the small green pieces of paper that were

unhappy.

This joke - a Douglas-Freaking-Adams joke — got zero response.
And that isn’t just my recollection - I've seen the videotape.

Ever since I gave that valediction and got the hell out, Calvert
has tracked me across the country, futilely sending me newsletters
and pleas for money. Anne says someday she’s going to write back
that I left her and ran off with a priest.
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Germany foreshadowing
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Harold and Ed

Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able?
Then he is not omnipotent.
Is he able, but not willing?

Then he is malevolent.

-Epicurus

I sent my pal NASA Brian the book’s initial working title and first
chapter. He wrote back: “I hope you don't rush through growing
up. You've shared so many helpful stories with me of that period
and it would be nice to read the long version.”

Hopefully helpful, but not “nice.” Sorry.

In all the time I've been conscious, my dad has had one good friend.
Harold was a fellow pharmacist who would occasionally come over
to Toledo from Cleveland for a few days, where he would sleep on
the pull-out sofa bed in the family room.

When Harold was there, my brother and I would hurry
downstairs, jumping on to the bed to wake him up. He also
delivered the rebuke I remember most from Toledo, even more
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than mom’s “GET OUT!” I had failed to unload the dishwasher the
night before, and the next morning Harold said, “I'm very
disappointed in you.” It burned.

Unlike dad, Harold (being
hugged in this picture) was
single. Like dad, he was a smoker.
(You can guess where this is
going.) Unfortunately, most of my
memories of him are of his slow
death.

One summer night in 79, I
had the deep realization that
Harold was going to die. I had
known this in the way a smart
eleven-year-old knows anything,
but I hadn'’t internalized it until
then. That evening, though, it
was like peering into the abyss. If

o ’

Harold was going to die, I was
going to die. And that would be that. (By this point, I no longer truly
believed in Christian heaven.) I sobbed and sobbed.

We moved to Tiffin at the end of that summer. That winter, we
drove to Cleveland to see him, but he was now too sick for us kids
to be allowed in. Driving back, we hit a terrible snowstorm on the
Ohio Turnpike. My brother, mom, and I all piled into the far back of
the station wagon (the one I would get five years later when I
turned 16) so there was more weight over the back tires. (How
crazy unsafe was that?) We eventually made it to a motel.

Losing My Religions 34



When we got back to Tiffin late the next morning, the sun was
out, brilliant on the fresh snow. As we walked in, the phone was
ringing. It was the news that “Harold is no more.”

I remember weeping, but also that everything was colorless,
dark, and blurry. At the funeral, I didn't feel like crying - I felt all
cried out - but did when everyone else did. At some level,
thought, “This is weird.” It was my first conscious experience of
emotional contagion.

Sometime in the next year or so, my brother, dad, and [ watched

Brian’s Song.

<spoilers>
Based on a true story, this 1971 ABC “Movie of the Week™

recounts the life of Brian Piccolo (James Caan), a
Chicago Bears football player stricken with terminal
cancer after turning pro in 1965, told through his
friendship with teammate Gale Sayers (Billy Dee
Williams). Piccolo's and Sayers's sharply differing
temperaments and racial backgrounds made them
unlikely to become friends but they did, becoming the
first interracial roommates in the history of the National
Football League. The film chronicles the evolution of
their friendship, ending with Piccolo's death in 1970.

</spoilers>

After the movie ended, dad turned to us, crying. I don’t remember
what he said, but we started crying, too. It was the only time I ever
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saw him cry - he hadn'’t cried when we got the “no more” news, nor
at Harold’s funeral. He hasn't cried in front of me since.

Anyway, back to my childhood in Toledo.

The couple my folks spent the most time with were Ed and Nancy
down the street. Mom and dad would go over to play cards and
drink, and one of their daughters would babysit us. My brother and
I had huge crushes on Jeannie, the red-haired younger daughter
who was not that much older than us. (My first girlfriend, not
counting Molly, would have red hair. Coincidence?)

Ed was super-friendly, helpful, and kind. His last name ended in
“-ski,” but he didn't get upset when six-year-old Matt unknowingly
told a Polish joke. He calmly explained why it wasn't a very nice
thing to do. (I would later have a classmate, Cass, who would act
like a walking Polish joke. Thanks to Ed, I never commented on it,
but it was so true!)

An example of how kind Ed was: He once joined us for a family
vacation on Ocean Isle. The chili I made was way too spicy, even for
me. Ed, however, ate and ate, saying how great it was, sweat rolling
down his bald head.

Ed’s fortunes were the inverse of his kindness. For instance: in a
short amount of time, both his mother and wife died. (Just like
Teddy Roosevelt.) Yet Ed continued to seem good-natured through
it all. His oldest daughter Cathy was severely injured in a horrific
freak car accident. Ed persisted, as kind and giving as ever.
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He would tell a joke: “They told me ‘Cheer up! Things could be
worse! So I cheered up and things got worse.”

That would be my 2014 and 2021.
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SportsBall!

And father had had such hopes
For a son who would take the ropes
And fulfill all his old athletic aspirations

But apparently now there's some complications

-The Decemberists, “The Sporting Life"

I had another basketball dream last night. For every seven or so
dreams I remember, one will be about basketball. You would think
this wouldn’t happen, since I've not actually played a game since
1985. The mind is a strange thing.

When I started this book, I didn’t think I'd write about
basketball, as it isn’t interesting, important, or funny.

So instead: Baseball!
As if to karmically balance my intellectual gifts, my natural athletic
abilities were less than zero, much to the chagrin of my dad and

grandpa Virgil, both baseball stars. My dad pitched through college,
and grandpa worked his way onto the small-time circuit with a
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bunch of guys who “cudda played pro ball.” Into his nineties, he
could still recall their names. (Not me! There are two young women
with whom I was naked and intimate [not at the same time] whose
names escape me entirely.)

My lack of any talent, combined with the fact that [ was
flopping around like a tube man, led to some awkward and painful
moments for the three of us. (Dad, Virgil, and me, not me and the
young women.)

[ tried to play baseball, but I suuuuuucked. This isn't false
modesty. (I'm writing a book about myself - how modest can I be?)
I was just terrible. I sat on the bench until my one superpower was
needed: a walk. Since dad had taught me to bat left-handed, just as
Virgil had taught him (we're all right-handed in everything else) I
would freak out the eight-to-ten-year-old pitchers, who would
then not be able to get the ball over the plate. Thus, I walked even

more than I struck out.

Trying to at least look the part, second from right.
My one friend Mike is smiling on my left.
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There were only two highlights from my hundreds of horrible
hours on the baseball diamond. Once - and only once - I made a
catch in the outfield. Virgil would describe this for years as though
I was Willie Mays in the '54 Series.

The second highlight, believe it or not, was at bat. This pitcher
was able to throw good pitches, but only slowly and cautiously. I
fouled off three, thinking to myself, for the first and last time ever,
“I can hit this guy!” Then I rapped a shot right over the third-base
bag. Surprisingly, I didn't just stand there in shock; the foul balls
had prepped me to think I just might not strike out. I ran out a
stand-up double. Then I stood on second for the rest of the inning,
cheering encouragement to my teammates at bat: “C'mon! Even I
can hit this guy!” But I was left stranded. <sniff>

No one ever looked at me and thought “Sports Star!” But | was
always tall and always asked if I played basketball. I started in fifth
grade while still in Toledo. I was - you guessed it - terrible. But it
was actually worse than baseball, which was just a lot of sitting on
the bench punctuated by standing stiffly at the plate until ball four
or strike three. On the basketball court, I was clearly and
embarrassingly the slowest in all the drills, but only because an
even less athletic kid was excused from them. That pissed me off -
I desperately wanted someone to finish the wind sprints behind
me.

Although I would block the occasional shot - I was a head taller
than some of these kids - I could only do that if I got down the
court in time. I only scored twice the entire season, both in the
same game. Someone threw the ball to me - usually a big mistake -
at the top right of the key. I pivoted and shot ... and it went in, all
net. The next time we had the ball, the exact same thing!
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What the hell?

Right after that (again: not making this up) dad got to the game.
He asked one of his friends in the crowd how it was going, and the
other dad excitedly told him, “You should have seen it! It was
amazing!”

I honestly don’t remember anything about my sixth-grade
season after we moved to Tiffin, except that I started to kinda like
basketball. That was also when I was diagnosed with the back
deformity scoliosis. (In both planes! Thanks, Intelligent Design!) I
was worried that this would interfere with basketball, but even
with ongoing back issues, I was about to get three memorable
years.

Seventh grade is where things got good. (SportsBall!-wise, that is.)

That year, St. Joe’s hired a new coach for seventh and eighth
grade boys’ basketball. Ferretti (who I always knew as “Freddy” - it
was only later that I learned his last name was Ferretti) was a fat,
crude asshole. He would insult one of us, then loose his uproarious,
ugly laugh. His cackles would fill the gym, which was the smallest
court [ ever saw. (This was good, since I had less distance to plod.)
He would snap naked boys with towels and flush the toilets to burn
us while we were in the showers. (I avoided showering as much as I
could.)

I was never once molested by a priest, even though [ was
around them a lot - often alone when I was the only server. I guess
the priests thought of me the same way as almost every girl in
Ohio. But Freddy tormented us all. In retrospect, it was really bad! I
was used to corporal punishment - although not to the same
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extent as my brother - and “humor” based on insults, but Freddy
took it to a new level.

Yet Freddy did know how to
coach my group. We had Aaron, the
All-American boy who would be
varsity quarterback in high school.
There was also Jim, a scrappy player
who lived near me, so we practiced
all the time in my driveway on our
crooked hoop. We still have a
picture of the two of us, crouched
down against the winter wind.

Our practice paid off. I was
“good” in as much as I could often
get down the court in time to

rebound. I could also put offensive
rebounds back in. Eventually. I
could sometimes shoot, miss, and get my own rebound three times
before finally putting it in. So my stats — number of rebounds -
went up, even if my shooting percentage went down.

But my main contribution was blocking shots, because we were
a pressing team. That is, instead of running back and waiting for
the other team to dribble the ball down, we would start playing
defense as soon as the other team had the ball. Jim and especially
Aaron were athletic and agile, often stealing the ball from the other
team for a quick layup. And I could just stand back and cheer them
on from under the other hoop.

(During a game we were losing in ninth grade, Aaron stole the
ball toward the end of the third quarter. The coach yelled “One
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shot!” One minute and twenty-six seconds later, we had scored 18
points and put the game away. And I, standing alone at the other
end of the court, hadn't moved a muscle.)

The press was especially effective on our tiny grade school
court, where the other team had no room to maneuver around our
guys. But even on bigger courts, if they broke the press, there was
a gangly goofus guarding the basket, ready to block their shots
without even jumping. (Which was good, because I couldn’t and
still can’t jump. I could never dunk more than a softball, and that
was only once.)

We didn'’t lose a single game
in seventh grade, and most were
not even remotely close. But
even in the blowouts, Coach
Freddy kept the starting five in.
It was the same for the regular
season of eighth grade, although
we lost to our cross-town rivals
in the finals of the playoffs,
despite having beaten them
twice in the regular season. That
last day, though, St. Mary’s Mark
and Nick effectively harassed
Aaron, and their Pete just shot the lights out.

But the next year, Pete, Nick, and Mark were with Aaron and me
in high school, along with a new kid from Michigan, Cass. (Who
really was a walking Polish joke! For example, he insisted a
quarterback at the University of Michigan had won the Heisman
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Trophy twice. When we proved to him that this QB had never won
the Heisman even once, Cass would just not believe us. Fake news!)

By this time, basketball was my life. (There was no nerd
community in Tiffin - before the internet — and I had no social life.)
After Boy Scout camp the summer of 1982, I went to basketball
camp at the University of Toledo, where I played against a future
college star (I think it was Jimmy Oliver). I wasn’t even in high
school yet, and this guy was being recruited by colleges. In one
game, he came down with a rebound and put his elbow into my
mouth. (My poor mouth - its abuse continues to this day. I'm
currently wearing retainers to undo some of the latest damage
[Day 29].) I went down then got back up and ran down the court.
The referee stopped the game after he noticed blood all over the
floor. (My front teeth had gone through my bottom lip, so it was a
gusher. You can still see the scar.) (This was not the most
embarrassing wound I ever suffered at a camp, but I won't tell you
about that one. Sorry.)

Mr. B, the high school’s varsity basketball coach, had noticed
the talent in my grade and was salivating at the prospect of actually
having some success. (I didn't recognize it at the time, but Mr. B
was clearly tired of being in the football coach’s shadow.) Mr. B
coaxed Bud, a former varsity coach, to come out of retirement to
lead my ninth-grade team.

You can see our team at www.bit.ly/3w6Dzyr with future stud
number fifty in the center of the back row. (Also slapping the glass
as number 41 at the bottom of the page - they deliberately cropped
off my feet to hide that I'm only two inches off the ground.) You
can also see me on page 76, along with Caroline the First, who
would be Salutatorian, in the row below. On page 81, you can see
Cathy, who was on the women’s varsity team. I had a crush on her,
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so I would often ask if she wanted to practice together. It was the
closest [ would get to a girl until senior year. Cathy looks a lot like
Mary, my first college affair.

My first high school game that winter was a win but not a
blowout. Our next game, home against Margaretta, was tight and
hard fought. Their center was a bit shorter than me but more
athletic (duh). Right at the end of the game, we were down by two
when Aaron was fouled. He hit the first free throw but missed the
second. [ watched in despair as the rebound sailed over my
outstretched fingers...

And right into Aaron’s hands. He proceeded to sink the go-
ahead shot with only two seconds left. Margaretta got off one last
full-court shot that almost went in, but we had won.

I was exhausted. After two years of easy wins, | wondered if this
was what high school basketball was going to be like.

It wasn't. The rest of the first round of games were all blowouts,
some by as much as forty humiliating points.

Coach Bud was thoughtful and analytic and generous with his
knowledge. We would chat frequently. For example: heading to the
locker room at halftime during another blowout, I asked him what
he would say in the other coach’s position. He replied without
hesitation: “I wouldn’t ever be in that position.”

He also told me that while Aaron, Pete, Nick, Cass, and [ were
the best athletes he could put on the floor, putting Mark in for Cass
was the best team he could put on the floor. It took me a minute to
figure out what he was saying, but after that, I saw that dynamic. I
later found out that Kareem Abdul-Jabbar - the player I most
revered - had said, “Five guys on the court working together can
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achieve more than five talented individuals who come and go as
individuals.”

But Bud was coaching us like a varsity team, not a ninth-grade
team. To him, there was no future, just this game. He only ever
played the six of us, swapping Mark and Cass, no matter the score.

When we went to Margaretta for our second meeting, they had
gotten better. Their center was as tall as me now, and stronger.
(More duh.) They were beating us by seven at halftime, with the
crowd cheering them on and our bench silent. During halftime, the
coach made adjustments for us six, and then implored the rest of
the team to get into it. For some reason, they did, and cheered us
on to a comeback victory. (That was the “18 points in 1:26” game.)

It didn't last. By the end of the regular season, the benched
eight openly seethed. They would hurl basketballs at the six of us,
and we would throw them back. I had never experienced anything
like it. When we faced Margaretta in the finals of the tournament, I
thought we would win. I had only lost one game in three years and
that was to three of my current teammates.

The championship match was close. Even though they led the
entire time, I just knew we would come back. But by now, their
center was clearly taller than me. In one exchange, we went up
together and I blocked his shot. He went up again and I blocked
again. He went up yet again and I was called for a foul. And our
bench was actively rooting against us, mocking us during time outs
and at halftime.

After the game, [ sobbed, along with several others. The non-
starters smirked and celebrated. Mr. B came in and exhorted us to
remember how we were feeling, and then commit to doing the
work so we would never feel that way again.
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I was elected to speak at the awards banquet, ready to tell the
“eighteen points in less than ninety seconds” story. Then Coach
Bud told that story right before me, adding, “It was the most
amazing thing I've ever seen.” I never saw Bud again.

That summer of 1983, Mr. B took four of us to a five-star
basketball camp out east. (He also took us around Philadelphia,
where I fell in love with cheesesteaks, OMG.) At the camp, I played
against Jeff Lebo, who would be a star at North Carolina, play in the
NBA, and return to NC to coach. Shockingly, I was also one of the
top jump-ropers in the camp - I made the finals three of five days,
even more than Lebo. And that - ta-da! - is the most useless fact in
this entire book.

Not as useless: they taught us “Practice doesn’t make perfect.
Perfect practice makes perfect.” Just dinkin’ around with a
basketball isn’t going to make you any better - you must train and
do drills specific to skills you want to hone. This obviously applies
to the rest of life as well.

The camp was also my first time around Black kids. (I honestly
don’t know if I had ever spoken to a Black person since my
Kindergarten teacher during my only year in public school.) Two
kids from Philadelphia took to eating with me and sometimes
Aaron. They called me “The Doctor,” saying it real smooth: “The
Dahhhk-tahhh!” Unfortunately, it wasn't because I played like Dr. J,
the best basketball player in Philly ever. It was because of all the
prescription and OTC drugs I had. (I am the offspring of a
pharmacist and a hypochondriac.) (Illicit drugs come later.)

An example of how sheltered we were: Mr. B drove us through
South Philly - he had gone to school at Temple — which was our
first experience of an inner city. Tom, who would soon shoot past
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me in height and become the starting Varsity center, literally
cowered in the middle of the van.
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JV: My last year as a starter
#33 in the back with the black eye and a fading concussion.

The next year, Mr. B moved Aaron up to varsity, but not Pete or
Nick. (Or me, obviously.) Pete was pissed off and never played
again. Aaron had always made Nick better, but they were now
separated. Despite my daily efforts - including many humiliating
hours in the weight room - I was not improving, while everyone
else was getting stronger and taller. For the last time ever, [ was
the starting Junior Varsity center, and we ended up winning only
half our games.

The highlight was an away game at Old Fort. It was a very low
scoring game - Jim and I were pretty much the only ones who
scored for Calvert - and the game was tied at 25 with nine seconds
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remaining. Someone took a shot and missed, and I got the rebound.
I went up and was fouled.

Before I could line up for the free throws, Old Fort called time-
out to try to “ice” me - i.e., give me time to think about the shots
and freak out. As we went over to the bench, Brian ran up to give
me encouragement. I waved him off, saying, “No sweat, I got this.”

Coach Rombach, who I also really liked, very wisely chose not
to talk to me at all. (This is an extremely vivid memory, as I was
supercharged with adrenaline. And the outcome was in the paper
the next day to verify my memory.) Instead, he looked at the other
four and said, “OK, after Matt makes the shots, I want you...” and
then described the press he wanted to run out the last seconds.

We ran back onto the court before a full crowd, already there
for the upcoming varsity match. I stepped to the line, dribbled
three times, and shot. (From camp: BEEF: Balance, Elbow [under
ball], Elevation [release at the top], Follow-through.) It hit the front
of the rim, the back of the rim, and then went in.

The second was nothing but net.

ith eight ;somts
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After we showered and got back into our shirts and ties, we went
out to watch the varsity. Their injured mountain of a starting
center (a bigshot on the football team) was sitting in the stands
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with the star of the girls’ varsity squad. (She was easily the best
basketball player in our school that year.) He called out to me and
waved me over. Still grinning like the cat that caught the canary, I
was sure he was going to congratulate me for winning the game
under such pressure. But he only said my collar was crooked.

Coach Rombach was at least three inches taller than me and had
actually played college ball. He was soft-spoken, thoughtful, and
honest, like Bud. But unlike Bud, he knew he wasn't coaching a
varsity team. Coach Rombach could laugh.

In one close game, I was playing well but in foul trouble. He
took me out after my fourth foul. With only a few minutes left, he
called me over to sit next to him. Without looking at me, he stated,
“Matt, I need to put you back in. But you can’t foul out. Do you
understand me?” I nodded and he turned to look me dead in the
eye. “Do you understand?” I firmly told him Yes.

I went in when we had the ball. After we scored (or not, I
honestly don’t remember) we went back down the court and I - say
it with me - immediately fouled out. As I walked off, Coach just
looked at me, shook his head, and laughed.

The next year, I rode the varsity pine for a losing team. Mr. B
was not happy. He was a big guy, a “locker room motivation” guy.
After the first half of an embarrassing game, he exhorted us in part
by hollering, “I know we only use ten percent of our brain. Bally

'77

might use more, but none of you are even using five percent now

At the downbeat banquet, I got the academic award and never
played basketball again. Mr. B was let go after that year.

(Also, it is not true that we only use ten percent of our brain.
That myth needs to die.)
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And that was my (organized) SportsBall! career. I took up tennis
after I got back from Kent State and was actually not horrible. Brian
and I played and beat the Wagner twins, Julie and Jenny, who went
on to be state champions the next spring. But then I got mono and
lost my chance to try out for the boys’ team. During college, I
played Guido a number of times, and he almost always won (but
kindly never humiliated me).

On a family vacation once, dad took me to a golf course. We
went to the driving range while waiting for our tee time. There, I
proceeded to top the ball, shank the ball, and sometimes entirely
whiff past the teed-up ball. After I hit one almost exactly sideways,
dad said, “Maybe you should just walk along.”

Eventually, I was not awful enough to play a quick nine (by
myself) dozens of times around Pittsburgh. This included many
times at Oakmont East, the public course right next to fabled
Oakmont Country Club, the only place I saw Tiger Woods in
person. The first hole at Oakmont East was right along Oakmont
Country Club’s third hole. That is where Tiger gave the 2007 U.S.
Open to Angel Cabrera by airmailing the third green on Sunday.
(Winning didn’t help Angel; he is currently in an Argentinian jail for
assaulting his ex-wife.)

(Update: Today, our neighbor Peter was wearing a hat from that
very 2007 U.S. Open. I commented on it, and he gave it to me!)

I've not played golf since we moved to Tucson, as it is quite
expensive here and, more importantly, you can't just go and hack
away alone. Also, my degenerative osteoarthritis isn't super
conducive to golf. So now, in addition to Tae-Bo, I walk, hike, and
sometimes jog with Anne. It is lovely.
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PS: As Steve Jobs would say: “One more thing.” I know this chapter
is already way, way too long (sorry) but this story just occurred to
me:

After my JV season ended, the varsity team didn’t have a full 12
to take to the tournament. Mr. B told me I'd move up for at least
the first game. But the day before, I got really sick, so Jeff took my
spot. Brian and I listened to the game on the radio. It wasn’t close,
so Mr. B started putting in the younger guys. Then we heard: “And
coming in for Tim is Matt Ball.” Brian and I looked at each other,
mouths agape. We then figured out they hadn’t changed the
program, and Jeff was wearing the jersey that had been set aside
for me.

“Matt Ball” did pretty well. Better than any varsity game I
actually played. Thanks Jeff!
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Three tips for you
but not my enemies
(you know who you are)

These things
That I've
Been told..

-Tears for Fears, “The Working Hour"

1. Ask people about themselves.
Only answer questions.

Except maybe our kids, we are each our own favorite topic.

(Yeah, I know that is laughable, coming from an egomaniac
expecting you to read a book about himself. Sorry.)

Aaron Ross, a selfless, dedicated, globe-trotting animal
advocate (not my super-jock basketball teammate) is the best I've
ever met at this. Once, I asked him a question, which he answered
very briefly. Then he asked me a question. I did the same. We went
back and forth like a tennis match. It was hilarious.
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Very few people are truly present in a conversation. As Trish
Hall notes in Writing to Persuade: “Sometimes people appear to be
listening, but they are just trying to figure out where to jump in.”

One way around this is to never respond to something said;
only reply to direct questions. That way, you can focus on what the
person is saying.

Corollary: Feelings matter more than facts.

In spring 2016, our then-21-year-old offspring flew to DC for
interviews at the Science and Technology Policy Institute. Paul met
EK for dinner and gave them this advice:

It isn't what you say to an interviewer,
it is how you make the interviewer feel.

This, of course, sucks, as it just perpetuates the entrenched power
structure - upper-middle-class white dudes hire more of the same.
But it is important to know how the game is played, especially

when you're coming in as the only vegan being interviewed.

EK did get the job, which led to beating a Republican in the
White House’s bowling alley. (Yay!) But also meant shaking Newt
Gingrich’s hand. <shudder>

2. Always ask, “What is the alternative?”

Something might seem good - e.g., Pad See Ew - but there might
be something better — green curry. (Or vice versa!) Something
might seem bad - e.g., voting for and working for Hillary. But the
alternative — millions of women losing the right to basic bodily
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autonomy - is far, far worse. (Yes, I'm still bitter. And Hillary is
great!)

3. Things won't always be this way.

From your depth of despair to your most orgasmic high, things will
change. I know this won'’t always seem possible, especially in the
bad times. But things do change. No one goes through life in the
same mental state.

This isn’t to say that it isn’t hard, often frustrating work to get
out of a bad mental state. I really do understand. You'll see.
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Day 2: Bullet in a Bible

Tin soldiers and Nixon's coming
This summer | hear the drumming
Four dead in Ohio

-Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young

By the time of my valediction in 1986, Father Ted probably knew I
was agnostic. He had helped on that path, starting my
disillusionment with the Catholic Church. I hadn’t known the
reason priests weren't allowed to marry. (So they had no legitimate
heirs who would then have potential claims to church land.) Or
why the Church originally declared male masturbation a sin. (The
man contained the life [of course] the woman just incubated it, so
spilling one’s seed was “murder,” just like Mifepristone today.)

Unfortunately, the latter stricture had been well and fully
beaten into my head for seventeen years, causing me - and
countless others — unnecessary suffering. But the Church’s
prohibition on contraception has caused so much hardship and
misery that it is impossible to fathom. (“Untold numbers of women
and children have died, will die and are dying right now as a direct
consequence of Humanae Vitae.”)
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(And of course, all the child abuse. In short, the Catholic Church
is a criminal enterprise. Google “NSFW Priest jokes.” Example: Two
priests are driving one day and get waved over at a traffic stop. A
cop approaches the priests’ vehicle and says to the driver, “Sorry to
pull you over, Father, but we're looking for a couple of child
molesters.” The two priests share some private words, then the
driver turns back to the cop and says: “Alright officer, we'll do it!”)

Going to Kent State the summer of ‘85 also pushed me further
down the road of freethinking. It was the first time I wasn't
surrounded by fellow Catholics. It was the first time I had
knowingly met a non-Christian. It was my first time around college
students. And despite years of studying wars, it was the first time I
really faced history.

The latter came like a
thunderbolt. We were
touring Kent’'s campus when
the guide pointed out a hole
in a metal sculpture. It was
from May 4 1970, when the
National Guard fired into the
crowd of protesting
students, killing four,
paralyzing another, and
seriously wounding many

more.

This may seem silly, given that today we are aware of so many
incidents of state-sponsored violence. By the 2020s, we've
watched, for example, Officer Derek Chauvin slowly, almost
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casually take George Floyd’s life while others looked on, including
someone filming the murder.

But in 1985, I wasn't aware of anything like this. (Remember:
small town, Catholic schools, no internet.) It was only when I saw
the bullet hole that I realized agents of the state had turned
military rifles on fellow citizens, mowing them down with bullets so
powerful they passed right through thick metal.

This stopped me cold. I stood there, my right hand on the back
of my sweating neck, staring at the hole in the sculpture even as
the tour moved on.

(I am re-reading this just after Uvalde, the latest slaughter of
children. This is our world now. As much as anyone, Newt Gingrich
is to blame. In 1996, he released a set of words for Republicans to
use against Democrats. It doesn’t matter that they are false, just
use them anyway! A selection: “betray, cheat, corrupt, disgrace,
failure, greed, hypocrisy, incompetent, insecure.” This marked the
final break from politics as a competition of ideas. Because of Newt,
politics fully became war. For more, please read Ezra Klein’s Why
We're Polarized.)

Other than three basketball seasons and a visit to the Air and Space
Museum, my life had been pretty crappy until that point. Hated by
fellow students, resented by teachers, having met my sole peer at
age seven only to have him taken away a year later.

Kent State marked a turning point. I met peers; I stayed friends
with Dan for years. I would never again lack for someone
thoughtful and intelligent in my life. And I would try new,
embarrassing-in-retrospect things which I'd rather not talk about.
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Seeing the clean hole left by a bullet aimed at kids just like me -

well, that broke me out of one innocent, cloistered cocoon.

The Kent State crew. Dan is third from left.
Your dashing narrator is lower right in his Carl-Sagan corduroy jacket.
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Day 2 Concluded: Zero to Sixty

Sex and drugs and rock and roll

Are very good indeed

-lan Dury

After Kent State, the new, hippie, divorced art teacher was about to
break me out of another cocoon.

Although I spent much of my day taking classes at Heidelberg
College (named for a very beautiful and touristy German town
where Anne would soon live,
pictured here) I also needed
to finish a few things at
Calvert. Art was one
requirement, and the
teacher quickly recognized
me as a fellow outsider. In a
move she would soon regret,
she introduced me to her
daughter.
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Gretchen was a sophomore at the aforementioned Bowling
Green State. She lived with her mom in a big farmhouse about an
hour away from Tiffin, a route my Chevy Citation soon knew well.
In one of those “small world” moments, her father and uncle had
attended St. Francis High School in Toledo with my dad. Dad
described her uncle as “the Matt Ball of the school. But this wasn’t
Calvert - this was Toledo’s premier all-boys school.” (That is:
Gretchen’s uncle stood out among other smarts, not just hicks.)

Up until this point, I was
the quintessential loser when it
came to the opposite sex.
Although six foot two with
luscious blond hair and sky-
blue eyes, I had long been
considered a freak by the girls
of Tiffin. The only break in my
long loserdom was an eighth-
grade fling with our future

salutatorian - furtive fondling
and clumsy kissing in stairwells
and abandoned classrooms, /
including at Bowling Green

State. (And the bandroom, to complete the nerd cliché - although
you won't ever mistake me for Wynton Marsalis, who, as shown
here, I met in 1985.) But that was it, other than in first grade when

Molly told me “You have sexy legs” while we watched Bugs Bunny.

Gretchen was also a smart person who had grown up trapped in
the small-minded Midwest. We talked in torrents when we couldn't
get somewhere with a modicum of privacy, and didn’t talk much
when we could. My Catholic programming was pretty quickly
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shoved aside by my evolutionary programming in an embarrassing
first time that started and finished well before the conclusion of
Side One of Wynton’s Black Codes from the Underground. (Hey, cut
me some slack - [ had never even been awake for an orgasm
before.)

She then took me from zero to sixty in one torrid season: in a
field; alongside a road; in a graveyard during an ice storm,; four
times in four places in eight hours; before a space heater on the
floor while my brother pounded on the door.

It was a life that I couldn’t even have dreamt of six months
before, my imagination having been stunted by Catholicism and the
petty people of Podunkville.

(Not every adventure worked out, though. Gretchen once drove
us to the edge of some local woods, and we scurried in until we
figured we couldn’t be seen. While au natural on the forest floor,
we heard a door slam. Stopping to peek out through the trees, we
saw a pickup truck behind her van - a local farmer had come over
to investigate the strange vehicle. It turned out Gretchen had left
her keys in the van, and Cletus took them and drove off. Oops.)

All this was to the great and ironic chagrin of my mother, who
for years had prayed I would find a girlfriend. (Way to go, Jeebus!)
She even went to a parish priest with worries that [ was gay.
(Reminder this was the mid-80’s, at the start of AIDS, in
conservative rural Ohio.) I was told much later that the priest was
sympathetic but reassuring, telling her during another of their
conversations, “Matt wants answers to questions the rest of us
don’t even know exist.”

But in the fall of ‘85, there was only one thing I wanted.
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Gretchen’s mom also came to regret her matchmaking,
commenting disapprovingly to Gretchen about how “sexually
active” she was relative to their dog. (I am not making this up.) What
to say to that other than “Mother!”

As if to prove neither of us had a fully-functioning prefrontal
cortex, Gretchen and I also took “artistic” double-exposure fully-
exposed photos. I forgot about them until Anne was going through
some of my childhood stuff. Oops.

Sadly for teenage me, those few paragraphs above all the sex
there will be for a while. (At least with another person - Gretchen
also released my block on free soloing.) My drugs come later.
Here’s the rock-and-roll, with peripheral drugs:

At family dinner one night in early ‘86, with my brother on my
left, I turned to my sister on my right and made a dig about how
our brother’s ears were crooked. The next thing I knew, I was on
the floor with blood everywhere. With one sucker-punch, he had
laid my nose onto the right side of my face.

Who's crooked now?

(Unfortunately, this was just the start for my poor nose.)

Once the swelling had gone down, the break required surgery,
my first time under general anesthesia. Coming out, I had
something like sleep paralysis - my mind was awake, but I couldn’t
move my very nauseous body. It was exceedingly disturbing. I was
starting to panic when bodily control very slowly started to come
around.

(This was not the first time I'd been in the hospital, just the first
time I remember. [ almost died from scarlet fever when I was four -
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score another victory for modern medicine. Scarlet fever will come
up again in a future death and near-death.)

Under coercion, my brother bought me a ticket to see Simple
Minds at an arena in Cleveland. (Their big hit was “Don’t you forget
about me,” from the magnificent movie The Breakfast Club. If you
haven'’t seen it, please stop reading now and watch. If you are a
decade or more removed from college, please also watch The Big
Chill.) The Call (“The Walls Came Down”) opened and were
surprisingly good. (Most opening acts I've seen have been terrible.)
They would later record “Let the Day Begin,” the unofficial anthem
for Al Gore’s 2000 campaign.

Both bands were really loud.

Between acts, there was a strange, unfamiliar smell in the air. I
asked Brian (pretty much my only friend in high school) what it
might be. He laughed: “It's weed!”

Brian had a burnout older brother, so he had different
experiences. Except for my frenzied few months with Gretchen, I
was still pretty freaked out about anything “against the rules.” For
example, I didn’t drink at all. (I've made up for it since.)

But others sure drank, there being nothing else to do there in
Hicksville. Julie, one of our class’s tennis-playing identical twins,
asked me to senior prom, supposedly because her college art-
student boyfriend couldn’t attend. At a party after, while Julie was
off playing quarters, I sat out on the porch by myself. My former
basketball teammate Nick came out and said, “Bally, there’s
something I always wanted to do - offer you a beer.” I politely
declined (it was very nice of him, although he was wasted) and soon
left. Julie spent the night with the Spanish exchange student.
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What's Dick Got to Do with It?

| wanna get with you
Only you, only you.
And your sister

| think her name's Debra.

-Beck

That Beck song cracks me up every time [ hear it. Anne sings a
modified version of the last line quoted above whenever my sister
comes up.

For two weeks after Gretchen made clear what she wanted, I was
engaged in an epic internal struggle: Catholicism vs Genes. But
after I wised-up and we had been at it like crazed rabbits for
several months, I would regularly tell her, “I love you.”

You're probably thinking: “You were 17. You knew nothing about
love.” But I did know everything I needed to know, at least from
natural selection’s point of view.

Natural selection is why you and I are here. We are each the
result of an unbelievably long and unbelievably unlikely string of
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successful copulations. Think about it: Starting when sexual
reproduction evolved two billion years ago, every single one of your
ancestors was successful in creating a fertilized egg. And then each
one of those fertilized eggs successfully made it to reproductive
age. And each one of them successfully reproduced. Each and
every one of those events was, to be a broken record, highly
unlikely.

So, every one of your ancestors was good enough to beat out all
the competition for that particular mate at just the right time. And
then the offspring was strong and resourceful enough to be able to
repeat the cycle. Everything - and I mean everything - about your
ancestors had to be increasingly refined and relentlessly optimized
for reproductive success. Otherwise, that less-than-optimized
individual would have been tossed from the gene pool. If just one of
your ancestors had taken their eye off the ball for even a second,
someone more single-minded would have gotten in on the action.
And then, sadly, someone else would be enjoying this entertaining
and insightful book. (But they wouldn't be nearly as smart or good
looking as you.)

Ignore billions or even millions of years of evolution. Look back just
27 generations, to the fourteenth century (where the current U.S.
Supreme Court is taking us) and you have over a hundred million
ancestors. (2"27) For those of us with European ancestry, that
number is about twice the population of Europe at the time. To put
it bluntly: we're all interbred if we look back far enough. This is how
one in every 200 men alive today are direct descendants of
Genghis Khan. Unbelievable, huh? But you can look it up. Go ahead,
I'll wait.
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“KHAAAAAAAAAAN!”

Khan left his legacy via methods we don’t particularly admire today.
(Except Supreme Court “justice” Sam Alito, given his love of
marital-rape-defending Matthew Hale.) But for generations, many
of our great”n-grandparents’ successful couplings were not the
result of the man fighting his way to alpha status and “owning” the
woman. Rather, most of our recent ancestors convinced their mate
to get with them - at least for those few minutes, but often for
enough time to successfully raise our great”(n-1)-grandparent to
reproductive age.

So the question is: How to convince someone that they gotta
get with you, only you, only you?

According to one hypothesis, self-awareness evolved so we
could understand and thus manipulate others. At some point in
evolutionary history, an animal not only experienced their own
thoughts and feelings, but also became cognitively aware that their
allies and rivals and potential mates also had thoughts and feelings.
They could then attempt to exploit that awareness to convince
others to do what needed to be done, which was, ultimately, to get
their genes to the next generation.

But if you let yourself be duped by that wily other, you wouldn't
do so well. Thus, bullshit detectors evolved, creating an impasse.

What to do, what to do?
Let’s go back a ways to take Catholicism and other recent societal

norms out of the picture. Paleolithic Matt is introduced to
Paleolithic Gretchen. (Dropping “Paleolithic” from here, but keep
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picturing us in our fine cave-dwelling attire.) By dint of being there,
natural selection has left both of them adept at getting their genes
to the next generation - being able to get with a mate but not be
taken advantage of. Because reproduction is vastly more costly —
and risky! - for the female of our species, Gretchen’s and Matt’s
motivations and incentives differ. (Again, I'm speaking only in
evolutionary terms, not moral or normative terms; this is how
things are, not how they should be.) Without seventeen years of
relentless anti-sex programming, Matt is motivated to use one of
his trillions and trillions of sperm cells, from one of his thousands
and thousands of ejaculations, to fertilize one of Gretchen’s
precious few eggs. (He’s not consciously thinking of fertilization, of
course. He'’s only motivated to copulate.)

On Gretchen’s end, she wants to get as much from a potential
mate as possible - e.g., food and shelter for a successful pregnancy
as well as help raising the offspring to reproductive age. Successful
parenting as a human is a real challenge, unlike back in the day
when froggy Matt and froggy Gretchen could just dump their
gametes in the water and then hop away. (Good luck, kids!)

Matt knows he’s not the only suitor around, although he is, by
far, the tallest and smartest. What can he do to convince Gretchen
to get with him? He could promise things - a big hut, plentiful
rabbit meat, warm pelts. But Gretchen doesn’t have to believe his
promises. He's not some stranger from 60 miles away. She knows
his prospects - the two of them live in a relatively small band.

What can Matt do? He could assume she wants to hear
professions of his undying love and devotion. But natural selection
has left Gretchen with a finely-tuned bullshit detector.
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There is a better way Matt can convince Gretchen that he truly
loves her, that he will devote himself to “only you, only you.”

That way is for Matt himself to fully believe what he says.

This is why people who sneer, “He’s just being led around by his
dick,” aren’t quite right.

He's being led around by his genes.

This is also why, when a spouse (usually a man) leaves (usually for a
younger woman with more reproductive potential) and says of his
previous mate, “I loved her, but we grew apart” and/or “she
changed,” he truly and sincerely believes it. She did change - she
approached (or hit) menopause.

This is also why, when Woody Allen runs off with one of his
adopted daughters and says, “The heart wants what it wants,” he
means it, even while the rest of us think, “Ewww.”

Again, this is not not not to say this is how things should be. It is
not even to say this is how things always are. Thousands of years
ago, 1985 BCE Gretchen and Matt successfully but unknowingly
negotiated a way for their genes to get on down the line. In
contrast, 1985 CE Gretchen understands reproduction and has The
Pill. She now can enjoy sex in isolation of the genetic imperative to
reproduce. (And yes, I know 1985 BCE is not Paleolithic.)

And 1985 Matt didn’t start by telling Gretchen he loved her.
Right from the start, everything his genes wanted was sitting right
there, ready and eager. It was later that I started to feel and
express my love for her. This happened when Gretchen started
pulling away, once getting with her became my only goal. (She may
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love sex, but there are other things to life!) I wanted to keep the
party going, and my genes would have me say - truly believe -
whatever might get things back to the four-times-a-day frenzy of
the month before.

Anyway, this is a rich if fraught topic. Later, I'll have a bit more
to say in the “Fight the Power Part 1” and “How to be a Stud”
chapters, but keep in mind that people have hang-ups and political
and/or religious agendas that they bring to any discussion of
anything to do with sex. This has led to some truly awful and
absurd “scholarship” on human sexuality and sociology. An
excellent, honest starting point for this topic (other than this book)
is the previously-mentioned Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors.

But the best book on understanding

these dynamics is Robert Wright's The M O R A L

Moral Animal: Why We Are the Way We Are: A N I M A L
The New Science of Evolutionary Psychology. HY WE ARE

THE WAY WE ARI
I have gifted this book more than any other. THENEW SCIENCE OF
When our kid hit eighth grade, I gave it to
them. One evening, EK came into my office,

holding the book and literally bouncing up

\}
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and down with excitement: “This explains
so much!”

Yes, yes it does.

PS: I met Bob Wright at Princeton with EK when the latter was in
sixth grade (story to come) and Bob and I kept in touch. Two years
later, I told him about our offspring’s reaction to The Moral Animal,
which he was grateful to hear.
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Day 3: Funeral Suit

If you're looking for sympathy,
you'll find it between shit and syphilis in the dictionary.

-David Sedaris

Gosh, I've forgotten how much I enjoy writing. For my first book, I
took apart existing pieces of writing and put them into a narrative
arc. Anne took later essays and

speeches and created The Accidental

Activist. So this is my first time - =
actually creating a book-length piece “‘TACCIDENTéLT |
from nothing. But the pain is pretty

bad this morning. I wonder if it is

correlated with typing yesterday.

You have to wonder what [ would be
like if I had grown up with other
smart kids, like Gretchen’s (absent)
father and uncle. And with teachers

ope . . ; __ Edited by Anne Green Ph.D.
who had qualifications beyond being | oo i et

Stewart Solomon, and Kenny Torrella

anun or a former jock who couldn’t
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get another job. But from the time I set foot on Kent State’s campus
in June 1985 until Gretchen and I broke up that winter, I tried to
live as much of that “with other smart kids” life as I could. It left me
with mono and severe depression along with Seasonal Affective
Disorder. I missed fifty days of school senior year, dropped classes
at Heidelberg College, and was too sick to fly to Atlanta for my
scheduled and long-awaited President’s Scholarship interview.

The summer prior to Kent State, on our way to Disney World,
my family stopped at Georgia Tech. There, [ met the Aerospace
Engineering department head. Professor Summers was friendly and
enthusiastic, talking with me alone before meeting the rest of my
family. He made me want the President’s Scholarship even more.

So in the late winter of ‘86, I dragged myself to the second
weekend for finalists, despite being too sick to even enjoy flying. I
had a new suit just for this occasion, which I kept for decades as
my “funeral suit.” I don’t really remember a whole lot from that trip
except eating in a converted church and having a hush puppy for
the first time - even better than tater tots! (Anne vehemently
disagrees with me on this.)

However, I do remember the interview. There were two
engineering professors (men, of course; I don’t remember seeing
any women at all) in a small, poorly-lit room. They sat together
facing me across a table. Their second question was why I wanted
to come to Georgia Tech. Years of yearning overcame my illness,
and I spoke with great fervor about Tech for maybe a minute.
When I excitedly got to my meeting Professor Summers in ‘84, one
of the interrogators cut in: “You know he’s dead, right?” The room
darkened further as a pall descended; he correctly took my
stunned silence as a No. “Brain cancer.” Then the coup de grace:
“Yeah. He was my best friend.”
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That’s when it became my funeral suit.

I honestly don’t remember anything at all of the interview or trip
after he said “best friend.”

That cruel coin toss, that flap of a butterfly’s wing, that
imperceptible tweak to a chaotic system. I can’t know for sure what
would have happened had I drawn a different interviewer. But it is
damn easy to imagine that [ would never have learned about
factory farms, would never have become an activist, would never
have met Anne, never helped create EK. I could be living the life of
Brian, an engineer at NASA who designs instruments that explore
the solar system, who is husband to an atheist wife and father to a
smart, high-strung child.

But fate did give me Professor Summer’s best friend.

So a month after my trip to Atlanta, on a bright spring day, I
opened the cruelly-thick and inviting envelope. My parents and I
were standing in the living room where we learned, to my great
sorrow but not surprise, that Georgia Tech’s “Congratulations!” was
for a partial President’s Scholarship. Not the full-ride. Not the prize
for which I spent four long years contorting myself.

Since my National Merit and other scholarships would cover all
the costs of attending the University of Cincinnati, the next thing I
knew, I was stepping off the elevator in UC’s Calhoun Hall, looking
down the hall at a young man hesitating at the door of our Summer

Orientation dorm room.

(Looks like I lied about no Sagan-long sentences. Sorry. Also, I don’t
believe in fate. Just a literary device.)
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This picture might make sense at the very end of the next chapter.
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Day 3 Concluded: Ready .. Aim ...

Enjoy the silence.

-Depeche Mode

Guido was relieved to see me walking down the hall. He had been
debating whether to go to other rooms to be social, or just wait for
his roommate (me) to show up. His would be my last close
friendship not based on animal advocacy or amore. He was smart
(the son of two PhDs) athletic (tennis champion in Akron, won a
mixed-doubles tournament with my girlfriend a few years later)
talented (good enough at the violin to be chosen for the regional
youth orchestra) and funny (Moo). He had dual citizenship with
Italy, where his parents had grown up and with whom he spoke
fluent Italian. He was the oldest child and had, of course, been
raised Catholic.

We weren't assigned the same dorm that first year, but shared
apartments the following four. (Engineering at the University of
Cincinnati was a five-year program, because we worked every
other quarter. Those S7/hour jobs were how I was able to stay
financially independent.) We shared a love of food (his mom made
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the best pizza I've ever had) Spenser novels (the winsome smile of a
modern-day knight) and sense of humor (Moo - a long story not
worth telling here but also the title of a fantastically-funny novel by
Jane Smiley).

Guido was there when [ met Mary, my ‘87-88 / ‘91-92
infatuation and wudda-cudda-shudda everything-but lover. When
Diane, the aerospace grad student who became my partner and de
facto but never-quite-official fiancée, first met Guido, she thought
he and I were a couple. (Moo.) She seriously questioned me about it
even after I had given her plenty of reason to know [ was straight.
(This pattern would repeat six years later.)

But for that first year, Guido was in a different dorm. I was back
in the all-male Calhoun Hall as the result of a switch that, like
Professor Summer’s best friend, would alter the course of my life.

I had requested the quiet floor, as I have always had crazy
trouble sleeping. (Even as a baby!) When I got my room assignment,
though, they had put me on the engineering floor.

This upset me greatly - quiet was way more important than
geekery. Phone calls got it switched to the quiet floor, which, it
turned out, was requested by pretty much no one else.

Instead, the floor was populated with overflow students whose
housing requests came in late. As far as I could find out, nobody
had actually requested quiet but me.

Next door was Ed, another first-year aerospace student, and
Jim, Ed’s high school friend who was starting UC’s high school
remediation program. Jim was a brute of a fellow who was not,
shall we say, interested in discussing Kierkegaard or listening to
Shostakovich. One time I heard a series of loud noises from their
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room. Turned out they were hurling records (vinyl - again, this was
1986) into the cinder-block wall, covering the room with shards of
Bruce Springsteen and Run-DMC.

In the spring, Jim invited me to drive him to Miami University, a
lovely campus an hour away where his girlfriend Amy was also
starting college. I was happy to get out of town, to get away from
the city’s bright lights and see the stars. (Photo at end of chapter by
Kevin Drum, with permission.) Amy was on dorm door duty when
we got there, so she squirreled us away in her room, even though
we weren't supposed to be there unaccompanied. (Sneaky!)

Jim started working his way through the twelve-pack he
brought (why he needed a driver) while I sat and read Thoreau.
Eventually, he really needed to pee but didn't dare venture into the
hall. Instead, he was refilling the now-empty beer bottles when the
door opened. It was Amy’s roommate. With her parents. And Jim
panicked, which didn’t help his aim.
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Kevin Drum'’s picture of our home galaxy, viewed edge-on

from our corner in the outskirts of an arm, far from the center.




Day 4: Losing My Religion

| wish | was a christian, knew what to believe
| could learn a lot of rules to put my mind at ease

-Rosanne Cash, “World Without Sound”

An early start today - 3:30 a.m. The pain is ... sub-optimal; probably
a day of extra physical therapy.

Our offspring had a hard time in eighth grade the year after we
moved to Tucson. A gaggle of boys, all of whom had been in
advanced classes together for years, were not pleased to see EK:
“We had a good thing going until you came along.”

That same year, the Social Studies teacher did a rather

subversive unit on comparative religions.

At the end of the unit, in the one class I wish everyone would
have in grade school, the teacher asked her students why they
believed their particular religion. The kids, having been primed by
studying other religions, eventually realized that their religion was
what their parents taught them. It wasn't because they, at age 12,
had happened upon and chosen the One True Faith.
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One of the kids then piped up: “I think EK would be an atheist
even if their parents weren’t atheists.”

(At the time, EK did not go by EK or they/them. But now that
they have grown into who they really are, there’s no point using
their former name or identifiers.)

T e G 4 Ly

- o > 4

Gila Monsters are nicer than 8th grade boys.

That class came to mind two Wednesdays ago. I was feeling upset
in the late afternoon and didn’t understand why. It had been a good
day, as hump day tends to be. Then, when I was trying to get myself
in a meditative mood by reading Robert Wright's book Why
Buddhism Is True, I could not focus on the words. I was just so
agitated.

Thanks to Bob, I was able to step back and query my mind as to
what was going on. After a minute, I realized the pain was even
worse than normal. I checked my Old Man Pill Containers and saw
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that I had taken neither my afternoon pain medicine nor my
antidepressant.

There will be more to say about the mind later on, but the
punchline is simple: We are just a walking bag of chemicals.

Since we are just a bag of chemicals without control over our
mind, at the whim of any external force, what could the soul be?

As mentioned, I went through twelve years of Catholic school,
which was more than enough to show me Catholicism’s absurdity.
(I only discovered later how criminal the Church is.) Christianity
itself is fully ridiculous, of course. (God sacrificed god to appease
god. WTE?) Only when I really internalized that there were other
religions (which took many, many years, given that I grew up
surrounded only by Midwestern Catholics) did I realize that my
beliefs were just a product of when and where I was born.

Uh-oh.

But I still felt that there was something special about me, that I
wasn'’t simply the product of evolution.

I didn't enjoy the process of becoming an atheist at all. (This is
why I always have deep sympathy for others’ struggles.) I kept
trying to grasp at any potential landing spot between where I
started and where logic was leading me.

In high school, I considered becoming a member of the Baha’i
faith. To simplify in a way that is insulting, they believe an amalgam
of various religions, understanding that much truth is to be found
in all traditions.
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But when I learned more about the origins of religions, I
realized an amalgam didn’t make sense either.

Of course, some good ideas do exist in many religions. The
Jefferson Bible is a good example. Thomas Jefferson basically
removed God from the New Testament, using razor and glue to
create The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth. In this telling, Jesus
is a pretty good guy: love thy neighbor, help the needy, share your
wealth. (Jesus really is against the rich!) Nothing about killing Jews,
throwing homosexuals off rooftops, forcing women to give birth, or
persecuting Trans kids.

Yet none of this means there are any gods.

Hmmm.

In the winter of ‘85-86, I picked up
my study of Russian literature that
started the previous summer at
Kent State. The Brothers Karamazov
proved a bigger lift than Crime and
Punishment, especially reading it on
my own. I took a break about
halfway through Brothers and
devoured Uncle Carl’s newly-
released novel, Contact. I don’t want
to give away too much, but the
book’s ending is very, very different
from the movie’s. (I love Jodie

Foster, so I won’t say anything bad
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about the movie, which didn’t come out until July 1997. I was
tagging along with Anne at a workshop at freezing cold St. Olaf
College in Minnesota [did I mention it was July] when we saw the
movie on opening weekend. But seriously — Matthew
McConaughey? Did anyone even read the book?)

OK, a small spoiler. The book’s ending made me think that it was
possible to believe in something like a god. There was evidence.

Bill Nye The Science Guy once debated a Christian preacher,
taking questions from the audience. One of the last questions was,
“What would make you change your mind?”

The preacher said, “Nothing.” [Holy Shit!]
Bill said “Evidence.”

That says it all. Definitely put me on the side of evidence.
(Seriously. Yeesh.)

Sam Harris and Richard Dawkins were once asked what evidence
would make them actually believe in god(s).

Note that this is a different question than “What would make
you change your mind?” I could easily change my mind on
evolution, if, for example, a fully-formed rabbit skeleton was found
in the Silurian Period. (And if I was convinced it is not a fake, a la
Piltdown Man.) The Standard Model, Dark Matter and/or Dark
Energy, quantum mechanics - I could change my mind on all these
theories.

But none of that would entail believing in a god.
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Harris and Dawkins answered, “Nothing.” They elaborated along
the lines of Arthur C. Clarke’s third law: “Any sufficiently advanced
technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

We call this photo “Warp Speed.”

This was shown quite well in the Star Trek: The Next Generation
episode “The Devil's Due.” In that episode, someone with advanced
technology convinces a less-technologically-advanced society that
she is the Devil. Captain Picard then replicates and explains all of
“the Devil's” miraculous powers, freeing society from the con.

(“Who Watches the Watchers” is another great episode
touching on religion. After season two, Star Trek: The Next
Generation is an amazing series. One of Carl Sagan's billions and
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billions of kids wrote for the show at one point. PS: Here is the
entire Star Trek universe in 20 funny minutes.)

Knowing that “any sufficiently advanced technology is
indistinguishable from magic,” I honestly can’t imagine what would
make me completely believe in any specific god. The more
plausible explanation would always be sufficiently advanced
technology. (Want magic? Search YouTube for Shin Lim Fool Us.
That ten minutes from 2015 is just incredible!)

But if what happened in the novel Contact happened during my
life, I would change my beliefs at least somewhat. (Update: Hervé
Le Tellier's newish book The Anomaly presents a similar-ish
scenario. Please avoid reviews or spoilers on that one!)

After I finished reading Contact, [ was totally amped up. I
remember going down to the family room, literally bouncing up
and down with excitement, unable to explain to dad why I was so
excited.

Of course, Contact is fiction.

Once I started digging into “subversive” texts - thankfully, the book
banners weren't yet in Tiffin Ohio - I discovered that many of the
great minds in history were atheists and freethinkers.

While reading a biography of Bertrand Russell, I watched
someone go through what I was going through - losing his religion.
He realized that everything going on in the brain is strictly
following natural laws - the laws of physics. Since that is the case,
there is no need for a soul and no need for a god. (And, importantly,
no room for free will.) (I know that the question of gods is different
from the question of free will, but they were entangled for me.
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We'll discuss free will and other aspects of the mind later.) Old
Bertrand also came to The First Cause / Cosmological argument,
which Carl Sagan had already dealt with for me: If we don’t
currently understand how the universe started, we can stop there.

We don't need to invent a god, whom we can never understand at
all.

Or as I like to say:
“Don't replace the unknown with the unknowable.”

(Copyright 1988, Matt Ball)

—— R A P

Sunset in the desert
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Day 4 Concluded:
“Just one more.”

Whatever the explanation for consciousness is,
it might always seem like a miracle.

And for what it's worth,
| think it always will seem like a miracle.

-Sam Harris, Waking Up app

Another (possible) unknowable is consciousness - subjective
experience. Philosopher (but not logician) David Chalmers calls it
the Hard Problem. Chalmers can imagine a world exactly like ours,
except no creature has consciousness. Like computers and robots,
we animals would still process data and interact with the world and
each other. We would react to negative stimuli but without
experiencing suffering. We would seek out calorically-dense foods
without experiencing the feelings of hunger or the pleasure of
feasting on frosting. We would court and mate and raise children
without passion or lust or love. There is seemingly no reason we
need to have conscious, subjective experience, the “feeling of a
feeling,” to use neuroscientist Antonio Damasio’s term.
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At this point in the process of losing my belief in god(s), I kept
thinking along those lines. Why would it possibly feel like
something to be alive, if not for the existence of something in
addition to matter and energy? Something that made me special?

It was 1988 when I had my breakthrough. I was working for
Booz, Allen, and Hamilton, living quite alone and getting through a
lot of books. One was 1976’s The Origin of Consciousness in the
Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind by the psychologist Julian Jaynes.
As I'would find out, his book is considered a joke by many. When I
tried to discuss it with a professor back at the University of
Cincinnati, he scoffed and said, “Don’t read that book. Read my
book!” (His book was not useful.) But Jaynes has kind of a cult
following on the edges of psychology and the study of
consciousness.

I have no opinion if Jaynes was brilliant or a quack. What I
found useful was a working, non-mystical theory of how
consciousness might come to be. That was all I needed to move
from squishy agnostic to level-six de facto atheist, to use Dawkins’
scale from The God Delusion. Level seven is the top, where, like the
mirror of Bill Nye's preacher: You are completely sure there are no
gods. It is hard to be level seven, because there is seemingly no way
to definitively prove that there are no gods. Proving a negative is
hard!

On the other side, though, it also appears impossible to logically
be level one: absolutely sure there is a god. (Not that logic ever
stops anyone.) Level six seems to be where the current evidence
leads.

Consciousness is a topic where a lot of wishful thinking gets
puffed up with a lot of big words and passed off as “deep thought.”
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For example, Chalmers takes his imagined consciousness-less
zombie world to claim that consciousness must be an
“epiphenomenon.” He then jumps to believing in panpsychism,
which claims that consciousness pervades the universe and is a
fundamental feature of it, like gravity. (This will come up again in
the later Lontermism chapter.)

However, the very first postulate in Chalmers’ argument is
clearly wrong. There couldn’t be a zombie world exactly like ours,
because zombies wouldn’t write books about zombies while trying to

explain consciousness.

Just because Chalmers’
can imagine a consciousness-
less zombie world exactly like
ours doesn’t make it possible,
just like my imagining a 747
flying backwards doesn’t
mean the laws of
aerodynamics are false.

This topic has been
explored much better by
people much smarter than
me. Possibly the best is the
book by Richard Dawkins I
mentioned, The God Delusion.
(Like Why Buddhism Is True
the title is meant to capture

attention rather than accurately reflect the contents of the book.)

Dawkins (who is problematic in other ways) also had the
pithiest summary of this entire section. On Stephen Colbert’s
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previous show, Dawkins explained to Stephen: “You're an atheist
when it comes to the Norse Gods, the Greek and Roman Gods, the
Hindu Gods. You're an atheist on hundreds of gods. I'm simply an
atheist on just one more.”

PS: Regarding books: If you go to Amazon and search on “Atheism,”
you'll find dozens and dozens of books trying to attack the idea.
Now think about that. If you were truly confident that there is a
god and you were truly secure that you know who god is and what
it wants, why would you care about attacking morons like me who
don't think the way you do? You're not going to save our souls.

And in case you were wondering, I'm writing a book attacking
religion because religion causes unfathomable suffering. In
comparison, we Freethinkers are saints.

Also, as George Carlin put it: “I saw religion as the first big
betrayal.” Only one of many, Mr. Carlin.
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Worse than Hitler

In the beginning the Universe was created.
This has made a lot of people very angry
and been widely regarded as a bad move.

-Douglas Adams, The Restaurant at the End of the Universe

You might be familiar with the Simulation Hypothesis, which says,
in short, that we are likely living in a computer simulation. (If that
just sounds like gibberish to you, please skip ahead.)

My argument against the Simulation Hypothesis is that anyone
who ran such a simulation would be directly responsible for
creating every war, genocide, and atrocity in human history. They
would have directly caused unimaginable numbers of individuals -
human and non-human - to be brutalized.

If someone created a simulation of our world, they would be, by
unfathomable orders of magnitude, more evil than any human that
has existed. Even if the creator mercifully turned off the simulation
right now, they would have been the cause of every crime and
every atrocity so far.
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Today, we outlaw child abuse, torture, and rape. Wouldn't an
even-more-advanced civilization also outlaw the creation of people
who torture, rape, and abuse children? Silicone-based or carbon-
based, the suffering of sentient beings is still suffering, and causing
it is wrong regardless of the substrate of consciousness.

One counter-argument is that the people of the future will be
so far beyond us that they won't care about the suffering of
“inferior” animals in a simulation, just as we don’t currently
concern ourselves with the welfare of ants. But I would think this
wouldn’t be the case, since we incredibly-flawed human beings are
(generally) expanding our moral circle, even while living in our
limited, competitive, and often zero-sum world.

It seems very unlikely to me that an advanced civilization will:

1. Care about simulated lives enough to use some of their
limited computing resources to create those, but

2. Not care at all that they are creating immense suffering in
those simulated lives.

Consider also that instead of bringing into existence vast torture
and brutality, this future computational power could instead create
happy individuals.

Regardless, I'm not sure how any of this matters. Talk of
simulations only serves as a harmful distraction. We have every
reason to believe individuals around the world are suffering right
now. (I can attest, with 100% certainty, that this is true for at least
one individual.) Digital or physical, suffering is wrong, and we
should do whatever we can to alleviate it.

(If there is a creator reading this right now, please turn the
simulation off and use those resources to simulate more dogs. Lots
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more dogs. Thanks!)
Update, June 6 2022 (anniversary of D-Day):

These ideas had bounced around my head for a while and were
first published on my blog on April 7 2019. I thought that this
chapter and the later chapter “Biting the Philosophical Bullet” were
my contributions of original thought. But Yuval Harari beat me to it
in his 2018 book 21 Lessons for the 21st Century:

Perhaps we are all living inside a giant computer
simulation, Matrix-style. That would contradict all our
national, religious and ideological stories. But our
mental experiences would still be real. If it turns out that
human history is an elaborate simulation run on a super-
computer by rat scientists from the planet Zircon, that
would be rather embarrassing for Karl Marx and the
Islamic State. But these rat scientists would still have to
answer for the Armenian genocide and for Auschwitz.
How did they get that one past the Zircon University's
ethics committee? Even if the gas chambers were just
electric signals in silicon chips, the experiences of pain,
fear and despair were not one iota less excruciating for
that.

So say we all.
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The base of Upper Yosemite Falls
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Day 5: The End of Innocence

Remember when the days were long
And rolled beneath a deep blue sky
Didn't have a care in the world

-Don Henley, “The End of the Innocence”

Back to Calhoun Hall, University of Cincinnati, 1986:

It wasn't “interrupted flow” Jim or even Guido who changed my
life. It was my first-year roommate Fred, an older transfer student
from New York.

By this point, I was well used to being the tallest person in any
room, but Fred was two inches taller and probably eighty pounds
heavier.

Fred was also a vegetarian. In the previous 18 years, I'm pretty
sure [ had never met a vegetarian before.

Knowing no one else in our dorm, Fred, Ed, Jim, Gene (a goth-y
kid on the other side of Ed and Jim) and I would eat together in the
cafeteria. Fred made me his special project, ignoring the others
when it came to digs like “How’s your murder burger?” Since we
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roomed together in a tiny box, he had ample opportunity to regale
me with the details of slaughterhouses and factory farms.

The latter was not a term I had heard before. Back in Tiffin, I
had gone to pig roasts and sausage-making parties. My family
would regularly buy half a cow at slaughter time, stuffing the
bounty into a full-sized freezer in the garage. Growing up, when St.
Matthew’s Day (September 21) came around and I got to pick the
restaurant for our family outing, I always picked a steakhouse. My
paternal grandparents had a chicken coop, and I was just fine with
eating their legs and wings (the chickens’, not Grandma and
Grandpa’s).

Suffice to say, I love meat.

(Most meat, that is, but not all - growing up, Midwestern
frugality put some truly disgusting pieces of animals on my plate.)

This isn't a “Go Vegan!” book, so I'm not going to get into the
details of how animals raised for food live and die. But there are
probably not many kids in college today who grew up around what
can truly be called family farms. Things have changed fast. In
Grandma Clara’s time, about half of the people in the U.S. were
involved in agriculture. Now, fewer than two percent of Americans
are farmers. In 1872, a U.S. farmer fed about four other people.
Today, the average farmer feeds more than 150 people!

(And one quick non-gruesome animal fact that will be
important later; feel free to avert your eyes: A chicken today bears
almost no resemblance to her ancestors. Chickens my
grandparents raised would not even weigh a kilogram at two
months. Today, the average chicken weighs well over four
kilograms at two months. The rate of growth is so fast that the
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industry struggles with “woody breast syndrome.” Sounds delish,
doesn't it?)

Given my Midwestern comfort with killing and my deep love of
(most) meat, Fred found me a difficult and exceedingly reluctant
sell. But even in the face of my obvious attempts to tune him out,
he persisted. Eventually, I accepted his logic. The Smiths were right
with their album the year before, Meat Is Murder.</lecture> (The
first song you'll hear at the link, “The Headmaster Ritual,” is the
most ... bizarre collection of bouncy, happy pop music and dark,
horrible lyrics.)

Let me assure you: There weren't specific vegetarian options at
the cafeteria, let alone a vegan station. I lived on the cafeteria’s
Cap'n Crunch, cheese sandwiches, and french fries. Piles and piles
of flaccid, forlorn french fries.

Not surprisingly, I wasn't particularly happy. My mom was sure
I was doing permanent harm to my health. I couldn'’t really argue.

So after a few months, I went back to eating meat. (Didn’t see
that coming, did ya?)

But I was never able to completely forget what was being done
to animals. I had lost the bliss and innocence of ignorance.

The next year, Guido and I shared a funky (if often cold)
apartment in a big converted Victorian house. This was my first
time really living on my own - paying rent, trying to minimize the
phone bill, warming myself in front of an open gas oven. I was also
directly responsible for my own food choices. One sunny early
autumn day, [ was looking in the mirror while shaving. (Before
Anne, I only grew a beard in the cold months.) The thought just
came to me: “How can I consider myself a good person if I continue
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to eat animals?” </lecture> (Really. I'm serious. I mean it this time.
No more lecture.)

And then, right at that moment, and this is entirely true, the
medicine cabinet started shaking, and a deafening “Bam! Bam!

'11

Bam!” filled the room.

I have never eaten (animal) meat since.

(Well, almost never. Damn you, Florida!)

(It turns out that our neighbor on the other side of our bathroom
mirror was pounding in a nail to hang a picture. But at the time, it
almost seemed like a sign, one of two in my life. The second sign, as
noted by ... let’s call him “Judas” ... after Anne and I got together:
“That you met your soulmate is kinda an argument for god.”)

PS: Watch in amazement as I unite the previous two chapters:

If we were living in a simulation,
how would we know it was a simulation? ..

My hunger is a simulation, | told myself,
but | wanted a cheeseburger.
Cheeseburgers are a simulation. Beef is a simulation.

(Actually, that was literally true.
Killing an animal for food would get you arrested.)

-Emily St. John Mandel, Sea of Tranquility
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God, the Greatest Murderer of All Time

At school they taught me how to be
so pure in thought and word and deed.
They didn't quite succeed.

-Pet Shop Boys, “It's a sin”

Many years before Fred
prodded me to stop eating
animals and Phil prompted me
to go to anti-fur protests,

Ardyth Anderson, my
maternal grandmother,
brought me into activism.
Unfortunately, it was on the

wrong side and denied me a
lot of pleasure.

(I hate reading biographies S :
where there are a bunch of

backstories about grandparents and other relatives. I don'’t care
about them! But this one has direct bearing on why I ended up so

very broken and yet so very witty.)
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Ardyth did not have a happy life. You would recognize that
immediately upon meeting her. She was basically orphaned at a
young age when first her father and then her mother went to an
asylum. She basically had to raise her two younger brothers,
against whom she held grudges unto the grave.

In some ways, she was a feminist. She played basketball when
that was not acceptable. (Three-on-three half court, so the girls
wouldn't “exert” themselves.) She also went to work when that was
frowned upon. (Many people today don't realize how repressive
things used to be. Women were only allowed to run in the Boston
Marathon in 1972, when Anne was nine years old. Before she was a
judge, Ruth Bader Ginsburg - also one to buck traditions and
norms - did a lot to give girls and women more opportunities. It
still kills me that RBG undermined so much of her legacy by staying
too long and being replaced by Justice Amy Handmaid’s-Tale.)

But holy chicken Ardyth was definitely anti-feminist in other
ways. Unlike my paternal grandparents, she wasn’t raised Catholic.
Upon meeting Robert, though, she converted and became tiber-
Catholic. More Catholic than the Pope. Ardyth went to Mass every
day and never ate meat on any Friday. (Which is why I always
pushed to visit her on Fridays, to get Joe-Joe’s pizza, OMG. This
was especially true during Lent, when mom’s offering was tuna
noodle casserole made with cream of mushroom soup. <blech>)

Ardyth’s true mission in life, however, was to deny women legal
access to abortion. Even before the cynical right-wing ploy got
rolling (see postscript below) she was on board with Catholicism’s
crusade against bodily autonomy and reproductive freedom.

She didn't get the memo that we should be less like the Taliban,
not more.
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It was a pretty compelling logic to a very religious and
unpopular kid who, once puberty hit, had nearly-zero luck with the
opposite sex: If you wouldn't kill a newborn baby, you wouldn't kill
an about-to-be-born fetus (baby!). At no point going back the
previous nine months was there any change in kind that would
alter the morality of killing the fetus (baby!). The only change in
kind happens at fertilization; life starts at fertilization; QED,
abortion is murder. And murder in all cases - there was no
exception based on what led to fertilization (e.g., rape or incest). A
baby is a baby, full stop.

I was committed to this logic for many years, although my
seventeen-year-old self set it aside like a hot potato after Gretchen
told me she was on The (99% effective) Pill that frenzied fall of ‘85.
(And if The Pill had failed ... I don’t even want to think about it.)

My first (barren) year of college, after I had declared my
allegiance to the “abortion is murder” logic in the school
newspaper, a professor mentioned that it was possible that The Pill
might sometimes prevent the implantation of a blastocyst (baby!).
To which no-girlfriend-Matt replied, “In that case, The Pill is
murder.” He shook his head sadly and said, “Well, I guess I admire
your commitment to your position.”

All this messed me up. I adopted a Clintonian rule of “no sex
before marriage” - i.e., nothing that could risk pregnancy. I regret
this more than I can tell you. Right from the start, Mary, my first
girlfriend in Cincinnati (see Day 6) drove me absolutely wild with
lust. We ended up rolling on my floor on our first official date,
naked in her king-sized bed the second. Years after we had last
seen each other, we ended up in bed again shortly after she walked
through the door. But because of my commitment to faulty logic,
that relationship was never consummated.
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Ugh.

Ardyth’s influence and the Catholic Church’s fucked-up views on
fucking continued to plague me and my (surprisingly numerous - I
wish my teenage self could have known) relationships, right up
until the day Anne and I wed in the smallest possible wedding. I
refused to “go all the way” with three other willing and eager young
women [ won't get into here. (But Mary plus those three would have
brought me into the average range of sexual partners. Take that,
Tiffin girls!)

Although I wouldn't fully see the flaws in my logic until after
Anne and I wed (goddamn am I slow) I reluctantly started to see
some flaws in my stance while in Cincinnati - at least as law (as
opposed to for myself). One person asked me what the difference
was between a second-month abortion and killing a mosquito. I
stammered something about “humanity” and tried to forget the
question. (Fellow engineer Phil, who held the same position as I did
- we met when he sought me out after reading my bitter and
simplistic anti-choice piece in the school paper - was intellectually
braver. Immediately upon hearing the mosquito question, he took
it seriously.)

But I did realize it was absurd to ban The Pill on the basis of an
extremely unlikely event that involved a microscopic sphere of
cells. Banning The Pill would certainly lead to many more actual
abortions, even if legal abortions were banned.

Hmmm.

I also became very uncomfortable with the idea of forcing women
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to bring a pregnancy to term after rape and incest.
Hmmm.

Obviously, my logic at the time was fatally flawed. Of course there
are morally-relevant changes in the development of a human. A
blastocyst doesn’t have the ability to feel pain, let alone have
interests. In retrospect, hanging your entire case on the word
“potential” is just pathetic — even worse than insisting the
unexplained is proof of the unexplainable.

Once I realized that policy could only be dealt with logically by
dealing with trade-offs, I was able to recognize that these
questions were actually very complicated. When I read Peter
Singer’s second edition of Practical Ethics, I was well onboard with
letting a woman and doctor make these complicated decisions.

It's none of my fucking business.
It was only in 2020 that I learned this jaw-dropping statistic from

New Scientist’s article, “The real reasons miscarriage exists — and
why it's so misunderstood™

For women in their early 20s, 50 per cent of pregnancies
end in miscarriage; in their early 40s, it is 80 per cent.

And then reading Carl Zimmer’s Life’s Edge in 2022:
Scientists have come up with estimates for how many
pregnancies are lost naturally, and they are enormous....

All told, from conception to birth, the researchers found
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the figures may rise to 40 to 60 percent. If a country
were to declare that life begins at conception, and that
fertilized eggs have the legal rights that all persons are
due, it would have to treat these losses as a medical
catastrophe. Worldwide, it would mean the deaths
perhaps more than 100 million human beings every
year, dwarfing deaths from heart disease, cancer, and
every other leading cause.

Policy questions aside, that means that if you believe in a God that
has anything to do with human affairs, then God is the greatest
abortionist ever. If you also believe that abortion is murder - the
unnecessary taking of an innocent life - then God is, by orders of
magnitude, the greatest murderer of all time. They created billions
upon billions of what anti-choice people proclaim to be the purest,
most innocent life, only to snuff it out before it had its first wish.
What could be worse?

Also, if you truly and sincerely believe that abortion is
murdering an innocent life, then a miscarriage is, at best,
manslaughter. No woman should ever try to get pregnant ever
again.

What really got me off abortion as “a thing” was realizing just
how misogynist and nasty and downright evil many “pro-life” folk
are, especially politicians who say things like “If it's a legitimate
rape, the female body has ways to shut that whole thing down.” I
wish your mother had shut you down.

I apologize this was so sober. (And angry.) If you're interested in
a deeper and more thorough examination of this and similar
questions, please check out the latest edition of Peter Singer’s
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Practical Ethics. (The latest version because Peter has changed his
mind on some things - imagine that!)

Finally, I'd like to encourage everyone to try to recognize and
overcome the damage our religions and Puritanical society has
done to us.

Sex can be an amazing - even transcendent - way for two (or
more! or one!) consenting adults to experience great pleasure
together. (Or not! Sex is not necessary for a good life.) It doesn’t
have to mean love, it doesn’t have to mean commitment, it doesn’t
have to mean anything other than you want to enjoy each other for
a while during a life that otherwise generally contains much
frustration and suffering.

PS: I had a separate chapter expanding on the sentence, “It is none
of my fucking business,” but I cut it down to this:

Abortion is awesome. It isn't icky. It isn’t a “necessary evil.” It
isn't “I personally oppose abortion, but....” It isn’t something non-
politicians should shy away from.

Anything that can help women have more control over their
reproduction is awesome. Anything that can help make every baby
a wanted baby is awesome.

Just consider what the other side is saying: They, through the
powers of the state, want to control when a woman can reproduce.
They don’t want every child to be a wanted child.

We want every child to be a wanted child.
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Think about it: take two pills and expel a tiny clump of cells with
less sentience than a cockroach. The world is spared yet another
unwanted child, and on average, poverty is reduced. The woman
regains control of her life, and in the future, can bring a wanted and
provided-for child into the world.

Furthermore, consider examples of what they want.

Some states are banning all abortions in all cases. Imagine a 10-
year-old child who has been raped. It is discovered after only six
weeks. Despite Republican lies, this really happens. It happened
hardly a month after SCOTUS overturned Roe. Republicans want to
force raped 10-year-olds to carry to term and give birth, rather
than let her have a 10 mm clump of cells removed. This is not a joke.
The Family Research Council has a 50-page document saying why a
raped woman must carry the pregnancy to term.

Those who ask, “Well, how often does that happen?” are
missing the point. (But again: it does happen! The world sucks more
than you know!) This example clearly shows that there is complete
asymmetry between the woman (a child, in this case) and the
blastocyst.

Or consider an ectopic pregnancy. The pregnancy can’t come
to term - the pregnancy will kill the woman before viability. But
Republicans would rather kill an actual human being rather than let
her take a safe drug to save her life. Indiana state Rep. Davisson
explained: “[None] of us are guaranteed tomorrow. We must accept
death as a consequence of life.”

That is just completely nuts. Cuckoo-bananas.

Banning abortion isn’t about protecting life.
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It is about expressing hatred and exerting power.

PPS: I'm not saying that it is awesome to get an abortion. I want to
live in a world where consenting adults could have sex however
they want, and conceive only when they want. Given the world as it
is, however, abortion is “awesome” compared to the alternative.

Note: I don’t want to return to the pre-Dobbs era. [ want
everyone to be able to live a rich, full life and only bring a new
person into the world when they are sure they want to and are
physically, psychologically, and materially able to provide that child
a fair start.

We're the ones pushing for every child to be wanted and be
given a fair start. The other side contends that “a lot of 13-year-
olds do phenomenal” as mothers. The choice is clear.

PPPS: States are now banning Methotrexate, one of the safest,
least expensive and most effective treatments for roughly a dozen
autoimmune conditions, from juvenile idiopathic arthritis to
Crohn’s disease. Millions of Americans depend on it. But it is being
banned because it is also used to safely end deadly ectopic

pregnancies.

PPPPS: Note the modern religious right didn’t start from some
moral stance. It started as a racist political ploy. From Dartmouth
Professor Randall Balmer’s article, “The Real Origins of the
Religious Right: They'll tell you it was abortion. Sorry, the historical
record’s clear: It was segregation”
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[TIhe abortion myth quickly collapses under historical
scrutiny. In fact, it wasn't until 1979 - a full six years after
Roe - that evangelical leaders, at the behest of
conservative activist Paul Weyrich, seized on abortion
not for moral reasons, but as a rallying-cry to deny
President Jimmy Carter a second term. Why? Because
the anti-abortion crusade was more palatable than the
religious right's real motive: protecting segregated
schools. So much for the new abolitionism.
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Day 6: Adventures in Wine,
Wings, and Women

You live above your dad’s [fivel-car garage
With your vinyl and [many-suitor] entourage.

-Barenaked Ladies, “Alternative Girlfriend”

Another 3:30 a.m. start. The pain is about average so I am again
strolling in the dark, talking to my phone.

My first year of college, 1986-87, will set no records for ... anything.
I did not like sleeping three feet from a giant who was hounding me
to give up meat, especially since [ had discovered onanism less than
a year before. I did not like not having a girlfriend. I was still sick. I
was depressed. School was ... hard? Is that what that was? I got
something called a bee? Is that even a grade?

The summary event of that year: Near the end of my first
quarter in the fall of ‘86, I was in such agony that in the middle of
the night (it's always the middle of the night with me) I dragged
myself to the RA’s room and ended up in the hospital.
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However, my second
year of college, 1987-88,
does set records. It was
when “Bam! Bam! Bam!”
happened while shaving in
the converted Victorian.
Guido and I listened
repeatedly to Peter
Gabriel's So and George
Winston’s Autumn. (I have a
vivid memory of standing at
the bottom of our outdoor
access steps and hearing
“Red Rain” pouring down

from our windows. It was a
magnificent autumn day -
one of those indelible moments.) He (Guido, not Peter Gabriel)
taught me about classical music, and we played tennis.

Unsuspected at the time, my queen-size bed would, in just two
quarters, meet a fine female form not once, not twice, but thrice -
a feat topped only by the bed I would buy in 1989.

One night while Guido was out of town, Fred came over to
catch up. (And maybe gloat at his success in “converting” me?) We
drank two bottles of wine with (vegetarian) pizza. It was the first
time [ had been pleasantly drunk, countering the other, unpleasant
time [ had been drunk. (Yes I had started drinking in college. Yes I
am a cliché. But in my defense, I had finally discovered something
other than Bud Light.)

This was also when I met Mary.
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I was now the photo editor for the school yearbook, as well as a
writer for the school newspaper. Guido was also a photographer
for the yearbook, a new skill we were learning together.

Early in the term, he and I were part of a recruitment event for
the yearbook. There, I became infatuated with Mary at first sight.
As Guido and I left to photograph a basketball game, he said
something like, “She seems like your type.” “Oh yes,” I panted. “I'm
in lust."

Mary stopped by the basketball game and Guido kindly cleared
out. She and I went out for calzones and then sat in my Chevy for
well over an hour talking about all sorts of things.

The next time, she came over to my place and I cooked a
vegetarian meal. Hers is the first first kiss I really remember. Then
we ended up rolling off the couch and all around until Guido was
due back. The next time, we skipped food and headed straight to
her king-size bed where she taught me that there was much more
to life than Tab A / Slot B.

(She lived at home and had the big house’s big Master Bedroom.
Her dad had a five-car garage and collected Cadillacs, one of which
Mary drove.)

At Homecoming, I let her go up in the helicopter to photograph
the football game from above, after which she rewarded me with a
show of just how enthusiastic and insatiable and loud a woman
could be.

Some days, I was exceedingly happy.

So it was fortunate for me that I got a job just up the road in
Dayton Ohio, engineering for Booz Allen Hamilton right next to
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Wright-Patterson Air Force Base. It was an anticipation-filled hour
down to Cincinnati to see Mary, a drive [ was ever eager to make.

In addition to photography, my proficiency with math served
me well. [ was able to tutor her through one class, even though I
was continually, desperately distracted. “You're really good at this,”
she said after another concept clicked. “You should be a teacher.”

But that wasn’t what I was going for.

One very late night, when I was driving back to my Dayton
apartment, [ woke up trying to turn somewhere where there was
no place to turn. My conscious brain had somehow fallen asleep,
but I had still driven the correct route for at least a few minutes,
safely turning one street too soon for my apartment complex. I
woke up only when the sensory signals did not meet what the
functioning brain expected.

Zombie World!

At Booz Allen, I wasn't given any orientation or any specific class to
bring me up to speed. When I arrived for my first day, I was given a
few hours training on the current project, and then I was doing the
exact same work as my office partner. It was pretty thrilling,

despite the fact that I was earning less than a quarter what he was.

In preparation for the job, I had gotten a security clearance so I
could work on classified projects. I had to sign so many documents
that my signature degraded from childish into scribble. Two years
later, when [ submitted an invoice while working at Pratt &
Whitney, the person wouldn't accept it because it didn't look like
anything but a scrawl. Now, when necessary, I revert to my first-
grade-style handwriting. (Foreshadowing')
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There was quite a bit of interesting work at Booz Allen. For one
project, we worked with the Air Force to shoot portions of
American F-16 fighter planes (one of the three military airplanes
always swooping around Tucson) with captured Soviet anti-aircraft
munitions. [ could tell you more, but then I'd have to kill you.

As the home to the Museum of the Air Force, Wright-Patterson
Air Force Base has a number of amazing airplanes. The star is the
B-70 Valkyrie (vid, and below) an incredible piece of engineering.
There is only one of this strange, white, cobra-like plane left in the
entire world - the other one crashed along with four other planes
during a photo op. (I'd say “Oops,” but that’s just terrible.) The cost
of developing the B-70 was more than the weight of the remaining
plane in gold: The whole program cost over $8 billion in today’s
dollars, so the plane cost over $31,500/pound, while gold is just

over $22,000/pound. I still love looking at it. If [ am ever forced to
go back to Ohio, I hope to go back to visit.
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(This is when Anne nods and smiles. “Mmm-hmm” while actually
planning her next reorganization of ... something.)

Over the course of that school year, my relationship with Mary ran
hot and cold, up and down. She wasn't attractive in a pinup,
swimsuit magazine type way, but she was popular with many guys.
We never talked about whether our relationship was exclusive
because I was too afraid to ask. We didn'’t last long; by mid-spring
1988, our time together had sputtered out haltingly and
frustratingly but not rancorously. It was probably because she was
with someone else. Ignorance may or may not be bliss, but on good
days, it was definitely better than knowing.
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Day 6's Wild and Crazy Ending

And in the end

the love you take

Is equal to the love

you make.

-Paul McCartney / The Beatles
(Full medley)

But that wasn’t quite the end.

I just happened to run into Mary on December 311991 - the day
before I moved to Urbana Illinois. I was driving past her parents’
house - they lived on a major road - when [ saw her car out of the
corner of my eye. [ went to the door, but she wasn’t there. I left my
number - her mom recognized me from three years before - and
Mary came over shortly thereafter. Even though we hadn't seen
each other in years, we were in bed pretty quickly. (OK, fine: the
famous futon first, then bed.)

When dinner time rolled around, we untangled and went out
for Chinese food, where she told me about her photography and
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her different suitors. She seemed genuinely shocked that one of
them had written her a poem. Back at the apartment, we went at it
again.

In my dresser was one last lonely condom from my time with
Diane (foreshadowing) and it called to me with its siren’s song. But,
still smarting from Diane, I stuck to my silly “no Tab A / Slot B until
marriage.” (Marriage-ish, it turned out. Wedded - that'll count!)
Mary came back the next morning for a last entanglement in my
empty apartment before I got in my Nissan Sentra and drove West.

Still not over.

Something like three months later, Phil, who had moved to
Illinois with me (which is why I was living in a two-bedroom
shithole instead of an efficiency shithole) woke me up after
midnight. (Phil would be my best male friend for several years after
Guido graduated and left Cincy in June 1991. One of my aerospace
cohort, Phil was as tall as me, raised Catholic [is everyone? Yeesh],
very smart, and not very social. I was Casanova compared to most

in my engineering cohort.)

Back to the middle of the night: Mary was on the phone, and
Phil knew I'd want to take the call. Yup.

I hadn’t had any contact with Mary since the morning of
January 1, so I was bewildered by her call. She made chit-chat in
her low-for-a-woman voice while I was cold and confused as to
what was going on. After maybe five minutes, she said in the most
offhand way, “Oh, and I'm getting married.” One of the men she had
told me about on Dec. 31 had proposed. [, um, had nothing to say to
that.
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Almost done:

She called again me something like a month after that to say
one of her other suitors had convinced her to break off the
engagement.

And that was the end of that wild and crazy story.
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Sex Is Gross

Don't say “Fuck” anymore
‘Cause “Fuck” is the worst word that you can say
We shouldn't say “Fuck”

No, we shouldn't say “Fuck,” Fuck no!

-South Park: Bigger, Longer, Uncut, ‘It's Easy, m'kay”

Although not the biggest South Park fan, I have never laughed so
hard at a movie. Anne laughed just watching me laugh. The humor
is juvenile, but the point they are making - that many people care
more about bad words (or books about having two dads, or
teachers mentioning slavery) than actual violence (45,000 gun
deaths in the U.S. in 2021, the regular slaughter of school children)
- is at least as relevant today as then. And Matt and Trey did Book
of Mormon, which is genuine genius.

Anne and nearly everyone I have ever met was raised Catholic. But
I was raised in Ardyth-world, so it was drilled even deeper into me
that sex is dirty and sinful and evil.
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But really, if you just think about it on a theoretical level -
which is the only way priests are supposed to experience sex - they
kinda have a point.

The type of sexual intercourse I've experienced involves one
person who starts with this weird fleshy tube in the middle of his
body that is used to excrete waste. He has no control over it, unlike
his limbs, fingers, tongue, or even eyelids. By any objective
measure, the penis is uhhh-gleeee, both when small from shrinkage
and erect from the idea of transferring gametes.

The other person starts with a hole right between the solid-
waste-removal hole and the liquid-waste-removal hole. Again, no
control there, either.

Tab A is inserted into Slot B, and then one person repeatedly
slams into the other, hopefully trading off. (To repeat - this
interfacing isn’t with our heads, where we think, see, hear, and
smell. Or with our hands, where we do most of our physical
interaction with the world. No, this is down in Waste Management
land.) If Tab A has lasted through Slot B’s slammin’ time, Tab A
finishes up hammering into Slot B, often with great, frenzied
violence.

I can attest to that. Once, I was so suddenly overcome with lust
that the next thing I knew, Anne’s back was being slammed into the
wooden futon armrest. Part of my brain said I should care about
hurting the woman I loved, but that part was overruled. Luckily, it
was over very quickly. And all we had been doing the minute before
was quietly reading!

Digression: That memory reminds me of when writer and
comedian David Rakoff was on The Daily Show with Jon Stewart,
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discussing his interview with Robert Knight, director of the anti-
gay right-wing (redundant) Culture and Family Institute:

His view of what he kept calling the homosexual
agenda was literally .. it's a written agenda. Things to do:
Recruit children. Have sex with them. Spread AIDS.

| finally said, “You know, HIV is transmittable by good
old-fashioned, red-blooded, hetero-normative, married
sex." And he says, into my telephone, knowing that it's
being recorded, “Yeah, but not as much. The vagina can
take a lot of punishment.”

Don't get me wrong! Sex is literally fucking awesome! I love it!
Marital Relations are, without doubt, the best thing in my life. In
dark times, like after my broken neck and subsequent disability, it
was the only thing that made life worth living, if only for a few
awkward moments every few days.

If I could go back to my younger self, I would tell him to get
over Catholicism and have safe sex at every single opportunity.
(Including masturbation. Get to it young man! You end up going
blind anyway!) And I would console him that yes, sex with an actual
woman will be possible! [OMG!] Multiple women! [OMG!] No, I'm
not lying! (But over time, not multiple at once.)

Young Matt might not believe the soulmate part. But maybe I
could convince him to not take breakups as the end of the world.
No, Young Matt, relationships don't have to be “hard work.” They
don’t have to suck a large part of the time.
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And for many of us, sex is not just awesome, but also an integral
part of existence. For men like me, it is the central part of existence
for many years. The Catholic Church has done great evil by
teaching untold millions that our inherent genetic programming is
dirty and shameful and damnable. (Imagine teaching children that
eating is evil.) (Of course, the Church has done far more evil by
forbidding contraception. Fuckers.)

Yeah, I get it - the Catholic Church and others have made many
of us very uncomfortable talking about sex. I was never one of
those locker-room guys bragging about their supposed conquests.
(OK, that was mostly because I had nothing to say. But even after I
did the Slot B Slam, I only told one person and only a week later.)

But for most of us, sex is a thing, often the thing. (And not just
Tab A / Slot B - there’s a whole universe of possible ecstasy that
natural selection has left us able to explore.) It may technically be
gross if you analyze it, but it is not dirty, evil, or wrong. It is not
embarrassing. It should not be denied. It should not be suppressed.
It should be celebrated!

There would be far less anxiety in the world, and much more
joy, if we talked about sex more openly, honestly, and respectfully,
without shame, without giggles, without machismo. Our questions,
concerns, fears, failings, as well as new discoveries, positions, and
locations. (Desks and counters and hillsides and forests and
graveyards at night. Get a good chair! Pools are as close as most of
us will get to zero-g.) For those of us who are sexual beings and
willing to get over our cultural baggage, sex can and should be
fucking fantastic.
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He said some things are really best left unspoken
But | prefer it all to be out in the open
Sexuality, don't threaten me with misery
Sexuality, we can be what we want to be

-Billy Bragg (so young in that video!)
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Photo from Georgia O'Keeffe Museum
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“Don’t Threaten Us”

There are times when you get suckered in

by drugs and alcohol and sex with women, m'kay..

-South Park: Bigger, Longer, Uncut, ‘It's Easy, m'kay”

I can'’t leave that topic without this exchange:

Actual elected United States Representative Marjorie Taylor
Greene, reading from her script: “They just want you to think that
all of a sudden the entire population is steadily turning gay or
turning trans. Just generation, generation ... probably in about four

or five generations no-one will be straight any more.”

Jon Lovett, former Hillary and Obama speechwriter, reacting on
Pod Save America: “Marge, Marge, don't threaten us with a good
time.”

PS: Bonus Jon Lovett: “I wouldn’t wish being a woman on my worst
enemy. My God, the idea of dating a straight person. I don’t know
how any of you do it.”

PPS: I first heard the term SportsBall! from Lovett, to indicate his
lack of knowledge about and interest in sports.
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Day 7: The Bullet Is Fired

| said: “Lady,
step inside my Hyundai."

-Beck, ‘Debra”

My near-marriage experience started at the very end of spring
term 1988, right before I went back to work at Booz Allen for the
summer.

Quick interlude: Early that spring, I had a relationship with a
senior who had never been in a real relationship before. (My time
with her overlapped with an unexpected “darkroom session” with
Mary, the only time anything non-monogamous has happened to
me.) [ don't even remember this senior’s name. She was cute and
smart, shy and insecure. I once left a rose on her windshield (Guido
and I did stuff like that all the time) and she said it was the nicest
thing anyone had ever done for her. How sad is that? I don’t think
she wanted to be a virgin any longer - a desire I would almost but
not completely fulfill <sigh> - but her mom wanted her to stay her
little girl. For graduation, knowing she and I would be off together
after the party, her mom bought her a jumpsuit. Which only slowed
us down a bit. Sorry mom.
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Re: names: It isn’t her, it's me. I'm truly terrible with names. It is
like face blindness, but for names. I'm sorry - please don't take it
personally.

I might not remember her name, but I remember her car: A
super-cool Honda Prelude, which she sadly totaled while we were
dating. She wasn't hurt, just shaken up. I comforted her but was
upset about the car.

But back to the story at hand. I was in the computer lab and the
young woman next to me leaned over to ask for help. In my
memory, Diane subtly pushed up against me, but when we talked
about it a year later, she denied that she was coming on to me.

Yeah, sure, whatever.

I probably knew about a hundred engineering students in some
way or another, and maybe three of them were women. I hadn’t
seen Diane before. She had a degree in math and had tried teaching
high school, but it was severely stressful and took a real toll on her
mind and body. She left after a year, having applied to and been
accepted by UC’s aerospace graduate program.

When she was finished in the computer lab, I walked her out
and set up a date. For that, I went over to her parents’ house (I'm
just realizing that everyone I had dated to this point lived at home
- Gretchen, Mary, Nameless 1, and Diane) to watch a movie, which
we ... didn’t watch. Next I had her over to my place when Guido
was out, so only the neighbors had to hear us. (Sorry.) We were on
our way.

We had problems from the beginning, and more as time went
along. At first she thought I was too young. (She was three years
older than me. Pshaw.) This came up several times early on,
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including one long conversation in my car in the rain. She said that
she was close to needing to settle down and get married, while I
was just getting started. I don’t know what convinced her
otherwise. Probably my general studly-ness. Especially relative to
our classmates. Score one for relativity.

I was also in my prudish phase where I told her that [ wouldn’t
risk pregnancy unless we were prepared to deal with it. This was a
serious point of contention for about a year of our three together.

What led me to get over myself was Ardyth dying. (I know this
sounds like a ham-handed plot twist, but I swear I'm not making
this up.) Diane was visiting me - after Booz Allen, I worked at Pratt
& Whitney’s Florida lab - when Grandma Anderson died after a
long, horrible battle with cancer.

God is such a bastard.

I flew to Ohio for the funeral, leaving Diane in my West Palm Beach
apartment to get hit on at the pool, including by a doctor. While in
Ohio, I went to the family planning section of the pharmacy for
supplies. When I got back to Florida, I was all in, much to Diane’s
delight. After that, we assumed we would get married. We even
took a pseudo-honeymoon in the Florida Keys after my first night
back.
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Falkenhaus, Wurzburg, Germany
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Day 7 Continued:
“We're here, we're queer,
we don't like the government”

Roam, if you want to.

-The B-52s

After joining the Animal Rights Community of Greater Cincinnati in
late 1988, Phil and I went to various protests. Mike, an egomaniac,
would direct the rest of us with theatrical sighs to show how far
beneath him we were. “Do me a favor....”

That is where we met Judas, a recent college grad living, of
course, at home. Phil, Judas, and I figured one or two biggish
protests (~ten people) weren't going to have any impact on people
wearing fur. We decided to be at every cultural event that winter,
two of us holding an anti-fur banner and the third handing out
anti-fur fliers. If people knew we were going to be there, they
might be less inclined to wear fur. (Our thinking was clearly not
utilitarian - no cost/benefit calculations, just action.)
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It was cold. Always cold. We would listen to the B-52s’ “Roam”
before every protest. It took me a bit to realize Fred Schneider
(another vegetarian Fred!) doesn't sing at all on that track. (I'm

listening to it now, much softer, on a cool but not cold morning.
When it finishes, I'll go back to listening to the early birds.) (Update
while editing: The B-52s are retiring. <sniff>)

Not a B-52 - a B-36.

In January 1991, the three of us went to DC to be part of the first
Iraq war protest. It was, of course, freezing. After walking around
the periphery of the crowd, Judas joined the anarchists, his bright
knit cap a lantern amidst a sea of bouncing black. All their chants
were great, but the best is this chapter’s title. (Anne and I still use it
in various contexts, e.g., “I'm here, not queer, and need more beer.”
That was funnier before Brett Kavanaugh.) Phil and I stayed within
sight until the roiling, angry mob started picking up debris from a
construction site to hurl at government buildings. Then we bid the
anarchists adieu.

I don’t remember much else except that Phil and I ate expensive
pasta and sauce in the beautiful Old Post Office building. Back in
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Cincy, Diane was waiting in my apartment. [ cranked the radiators
full blast, but still came down with a horrible cold.

Oh - and we had zero impact on the war. So it goes.

The previous June, Diane and I had gone to DC for 1990’s big March
for Animals. We stayed with her cousin, who horrified me when we
were talking about dinner. Diane expressed concern about the
cost, and he said, “Just put it on your card.” When we protested
that we would have to pay for it next month, he exclaimed, “Just
don't pay it!”

An estimated twenty-five
thousand people marched,
by far the largest animal
advocacy event I've ever
been a part of. I would table
at the next national event
(where Uncle Carl was
scheduled to give a keynote
but was too sick to attend).

I would be a regular
speaker at subsequent
conferences. My schtick: “I
hear everyone saying, ‘Oh,
it's so great to see you! But
while I love you all, I don't
want to see you. At least not

here. Seeing you here means
we have not been successful.
Let’s put this conference out of business.”
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I would speak to the entire assembled conference several times,
including in 2004 when I accepted induction to their self-
congratulatory “Hall of Fame" on behalf of ... let’s call him Benedict.
And again when Judas and I were inducted the next year. That
time, in front of hundreds of people, I almost broke down when
crediting Anne, who was, as always, unseen in the back.

Then, for the crime of quoting a celebrity, I would be
excommunicated and banned from this impotent, insecure, and
incestuous club. So it goes.
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Day 7 Continued:
Inevitably, the cops came.

But we were never being boring.

-Pet Shop Boys (warning: much nudity)

In 1990, we used the last of Phil’'s National Merit Scholarship money
to print a one-page booklet called “Vegetarianism.” Phil's National
Merit money came from Procter & Gamble (P&G) the local
Cincinnati behemoth we were targeting for their animal testing.

We had tried to get media attention for our campaign, holding
protests with ever-sillier stunts. But P&G’s advertising kept the
local media afloat, so the press stayed silent on our efforts. We had
to do something more.

That was why, in spring 1991, Phil, Judas, the egomaniac, an
anarchist, and [ were trying to get into P&G’s shareholder meeting.
(Actual shareholders had given us proxies, so we did have a legal
right to be there.) We got through one set of doors, but were
stopped in the vestibule before the next. There, we sat down,
pulled out our banner and signs, and waited.
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Inevitably, the cops came.

They took us away. We didn't resist. We didn’t go limp. We just
walked out. The cop who was handcuffing me asked, “Do you have
any weapons?” I replied, “I have an umbrella and it is spring
loaded.”

We were carted off to jail and sat in a clean cell. Unbeknownst
to us, we had been successful in getting media attention. A national
group was claiming us as their own. Jayne, who hadn’t been
arrested, talked to reporters as though she had been.

(Jayne - who had watched me being arrested protesting animal
testing — would later go on a jihad trying to have me
excommunicated from the animal advocacy movement for being
“pro-vivisection.” Why? I had written an essay questioning the
allocation of animal advocacy attention and resources, given that
farmed animals are more than 95% of the animals abused in the
United States. She was not the first to want me out of their church,
and she was not the last.)

Despite my jocularity with the cop, I was nervous, as was Phil.
We still had to graduate in a few months. Eventually, we were
bailed out, after which we walked to the nearby Subway restaurant.
There, my first meal as a free man consisted of bread, iceberg
lettuce, pickles, and mustard. (Having picked and cleaned
thousands on Virgil's truck farm, I just don'’t like tomatoes.)

Getting back to campus that evening, Phil and I went to the
environmental club’s meeting, already in progress. We opened the
door to darkness. Then the lights came on and the group broke out
in applause - they had been watching the local news coverage of
our arrest. In my memory, it was a standing ovation, but I realize
I'm biased. (I'm actually choking up a bit remembering this.) What I
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am sure of is that there was an overwhelming outbreak of approval
that was shocking and very touching.

Counterpoint! Our aerospace cohort was appalled, especially
with Phil, who had been one of theirs. Two months later, when Phil
was slacking off on a project in our final quarter, Ken berated him:
“I understand Matt. He only wants to have fun and ... uh ... quote
Thoreau.”

That’s me! Mr. Funtime!

Diane spent the night after the arrest. She was ... hard to read. In
retrospect, this was just another moment where she and I had
grown apart.

The next day at the courthouse, I was waiting in my funeral
suit. Then I saw this strange apparition moving across the
courtyard. It was ... hmmm. Ever since, I've tried and failed to
describe this with words. Like an oversized child had raided his
parents’ and siblings’ closets? A teenager had picked through the
discards of a second-hand store? A scarecrow had come to life?

It was the anarchist. He had begged and borrowed whatever
shoes, pants, shirt, tie, and jacket his collective could find. I know
you're not laughing, but it was absolutely hysterical to see.

Phil and I pleaded “No contest.” The national group’s lawyer
explained our situation, to which the judge replied, “It sounds like
you were in the right here.” (We had been unlawfully prohibited
from attending a public meeting.) “Are you sure you want to plead
‘no contest’?” We did, and he fined us one dollar. And that was my
great adventure in civil disobedience. Gandhi-esque, no?

Oh, and we had no impact on P&G. So it goes.
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Day 7 Concluded:
The Bullet Is Dodged

She captured both rock and bird
Tied one to the leg of the other
Kept them as prisoner
Till they knew who was master
Then she threw them to the sky
Bird with unbarred wings disappeared
Rock with weighted heart returned
And rock became her anchor
And bird became her dream

-Cowboy Junkies

No birds were harmed in the production of this chapter. And sorry

for the gun metaphor.

At Booz Allen, I worked with a fascinating older guy. He wasn't an

engineer, had a PhD, and was almost a caricature of the Absent-

Minded Professor. One time, Diane and I were hanging out at his

place - he had the best stereo system I've ever encountered - and
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he played Cowboy Junkies’ The Caution Horses. Diane commented
on liking the album. Sometime later, Cowboy Junkies were coming
to Cincinnati, so I got tickets. I just told Diane I had a surprise, so
she didn’t know until she saw the marquee. She didn’t remember
anything about hearing or liking them, and she didn’t enjoy the
concert. Sorry.

Hiccups aside, we now had our plans - when asked, we would
confirm we were going to get married. Yet Diane and [ had some
very different ideas.

For example, we argued about an engagement ring. I asked
what was wrong with a man-made diamond, since they're exactly
the same. But she wouldn't have it. (Phil rightly mocked the very
idea of an engagement ring. Later, Anne agreed with Phil.)

I thought it was offensive - viscerally offensive - to have a
father “give away” his daughter. How does this not perpetuate the
idea that a woman is property? Diane wanted to take my name,
which again is symbolic of a property exchange. (We couldn’t
hyphenate, trust me.) She wanted a big wedding, which I thought
was ridiculous when we were utterly broke; she was at home and 1
was living in a slumlord’s basement where Guido had a waterbed.

(These years - ~1987-93 - were probably the top of my
intellectual abilities. I always had two tracks running in
consciousness; at random times, Guido, Phil, or Diane would quiz
me about what the two tracks were thinking. Externally-prompted
mindfulness! I could work with music on; I can’'t now - this book is
being written almost entirely in silence.)

Diane also wanted kids, full stop. I was leery. Very leery. I asked
many questions, including things like “Why mess with a good
thing?” I noted that we were just being driven by our evolutionary
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programming (yes, I was that romantic, I'll wait while you swoon)
but we didn'’t have to give in. (More on this later.)

The kids thing was probably enough to doom us.

Yet I kept with it. What I had learned growing up was that
marriage mostly sucked but it was what you did. (Just as I assumed
that all kids grew to hate their parents and rebel. Remember: [ was
Peak Lead. Also: My parents definitely should not have married, nor
my siblings or I been born.)

And, of course, sex. I would put up with a lot for that.

There is one night that stands out vividly. We had fought -
about what, I don’t remember - and she dropped me off at the
(awesome) two-bedroom apartment Guido and I shared for the last
two years of college. In the U-shaped courtyard, I looked up at the
sky and internally screamed, “I can’t marry her!”

Don't get me wrong. I truly loved Diane, far deeper and more
completely than anyone prior. She was great: smart, mathy, funny,
goofy but serious when needed. (A trait I lack; Anne often has to
say, “Can you be serious for just a minute?” No, no I can't.) Diane
came from a background very similar to mine. She was also a
former Catholic and was a near-vegetarian when [ met her. She
stopped eating meat entirely and then dropped dairy and eggs as I
did.

In good times, we seemed like the perfect couple, especially to
all our male engineering colleagues. Sometimes even to ourselves.
After Ardyth’s death (both physical and metaphorical) we would
hand-write loads of love letters when apart. Diane was living with
her sister when [ was working at Pratt & Whitney, and one week I
had sent her a letter a day. In her first letter the next week, she
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wrote, “Chrissie [her sister] said, ‘He must really love you.” ‘Oh yes,
yes he does.” But not as much as I love you!”

Driving back to Ohio (technically northern Kentucky, just
across the Ohio River where Chrissie lived) [ got a speeding ticket
(in a Chevy Citation) from a Tennessee cop. After, I was speeding
again. The cop beeped his siren at me. I slowed down a bit, but my
genes were driving.

The straw that eventually broke the proverbial camel’s back was
that Diane felt she didn't fit in with Phil and the animal advocacy
friends I made during that time. Especially Judas. After I graduated
and had no plans (I didn’t hear about the Department of Energy
Global Change Fellowship until later) I spent more and more time
doing advocacy.

Diane and I would fight, then make up. Multiple times, we had
crazed, frantic, animalistic makeup sessions with tears still on our
faces. This is what I thought relationships were, that they couldn’t
be different. Hell, fifty percent of couples don’t even stay married.
“It is what it is.”

The key moment that saved us from probable divorce (probably
with kids) was when Guido was leaving town following graduation.
I asked Diane if she wanted to move in with me. (By this time, she
had moved to Cincinnati in a place two blocks east.) She said “no.”
(We were in a trough at the time.) So I asked Phil if he wanted the
Guido’s room and he agreed, moving out of his parents’ house. A
week later, Diane changed her mind: it was time for us to live
together. But that ship had sailed, thanks be to the FSM (Flying
Spaghetti Monster, for those of you who aren't yet enlightened
pastafarians.)
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Touched by His Noodly Appendage

In the fall of 1991, after about three-and-a-half years together,
things completely collapsed. I went to Iowa to visit Judas, who was
living with an undergrad back at his alma mater. When I got back, I
put roses outside Diane’s apartment door. The next morning they
were still there. I knew she was with this guy in her lab who had
pined for her for years. We had talked about him several times.
Once, she said, “He'd be a great friend if he was a woman.” “Or gay,”
[ replied.

Later in the day I confronted her. She denied vehemently. I kept
at it. Sobbing, she confessed. Five minutes later, we maniacally
made up, tears still on our faces. The next day, we sat in her car
and she insisted it couldn’t work. “I'll never be accepted by your
circle.” I would have been willing to drive off with her right then
and start over.

Ah, the power of genes.
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I planned a romantic night out, going to a restaurant we had
visited early in our time together. We dressed up - she wore a skirt
and I wore a tie - and I drove. It wasn’t good. We went back to my
place and went right to bed. (Despite everything else, our
animalistic attraction was unabated.) After finishing, she climbed
off, got dressed, and left.

And that was that.
I fell apart.

I literally went to pieces. (One of the official definitions of “literally”
is now “figuratively.”) I saw the shrink who put me on Prozac,
which made me worse. (If it wasn'’t a lifetime ago, this would have
been one of the Worsts.) I thought I was going to die. Literally. Not
figuratively.

I was sure - absolutely positive —  would never meet another
woman so similar to me. Judas told me, in his blunt and often crude
way: “I promise you, your balls will ache again.”

He was right. I was wrong.

During all this, I got the Global Change Fellowship from the
Department of Energy - full tuition and fourteen hundred dollars a
month. An amazing bounty — more than twice what I had been
living on since graduation, being paid under the table to use toxic
solvent to strip paint in a house in Over the Rhine (not the band)
while listening to Pet Shop Boys on repeat:

| bought you drinks, | brought you flowers

| read you books and talked for hours
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Every day, so many drinks
Such pretty flowers, so tell me
What have |, what have |,

What have | done to deserve this?

But I wasn’t in any shape to
move. I deferred until spring 92
and tried to pull myself
together. I found a two-
bedroom apartment in Urbana
(a shithole, but not as bad as the
waterbed basement) that would
take cats. Phil (seen here -
aren’t we so tough?) wanted to
come along, to get out of
Cincinnati for the first time in
his life, to see what life was like
without his parents and their
lifetime of expectations. He was
bringing his rescued cat, TS (for
TS Eliot).

Then the day before we left,

I ran into Mary and we had our
brief, bizarre, intense fling. Driving west, I had a different woman
on my mind, and in a completely different way! It was wonderful. It
was the perfect break.

Then I didn't see the sun again for thirteen long January days.

OK, not so perfect.
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Phil and I joined Students for Animal Rights and became
enamored with the same undergrad. She chose Phil - another
bullet dodged - who moved in with her. (He would ultimately
marry the founder of Pangea: The Vegan Store in the most
elaborate wedding I've ever attended. At the conclusion of his best-
man toast, Dolf said, “To Phil, who will clean up the world before he
cleans up his house.” It's funny 'cuz it’s true.)

I then had a fun and rejuvenating fling - that ended on good
terms! - with Nameless 2, a 20-year-old undergrad. (That was the
only time I was really with a younger woman; Gretchen, my first
“older woman,” was the only teenager.)

The stage was set.
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Day 8: Soulmate.
Literally. Not Figuratively.

We knew a love like ours would always save the day
And that we'd always be ok
Tell me everything | want to hear

Like that was your favorite year

—The Chicks (formerly The Dixie Chicks)

Here we go!

Literally! We're about to embark on our first trip together in over

three years. Almost exactly two years later, we're doing the
European expedition we had planned for May 2020, with my
hyper-planning started in October 2019.

Back to our story:

In the summer of 1992, I went to the Seattle area for a week,
including Mt. Rainier and whale watching around the San Juan
Islands. (Orca family of three below - foreshadowing!)
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Little did I know that Anne Green, a PhD candidate in Germanic
Languages and Literatures at the University of Illinois, was also in
Seattle. That summer, she gave up dairy coffee creamer, the last
animal product she consumed. I like to think it was the influence of
my karmic aura.

When she got back to Urbana (where she shared a nice
apartment with a guy who wanted to be her boyfriend but ... eh, no
thanks) fate intervened yet again.

Anne called the Student Union and asked for the contact info
for the campus environmental group. Nothing was on file. She
asked about the vegetarian group. Same answer. With resignation
and a little trepidation, she asked for the contact info for her last
choice, the animal rights group, and her destiny was sealed.

Obviously I'm joking about destiny and karmic aura. But it
amazes me at all the tiny things that could have happened that
would have kept us apart. Judas’'s comment that my meeting Anne
is a good argument for a benevolent god is ... OK, a joke, but ...
hmmm.

However, as will become clear, I am not fucking around with

the term “soulmate.”

After the previous spring semester ended, literally everyone in
Students for Animal Rights left except me. (And Phil, who wasn’t a
student.) I won't go into everything I tried to do to get someone
else to take over the group, but I failed.

So Anne, who lived about four blocks north of me, dialed my
number. After that call, she turned to her roommate-not-boyfriend
and said, “That’s an interesting guy. I'm going to get to know him.”
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Indeed.

I remember that call in the fall of 1992, standing next to my desk,
talking into the beige corded phone. I remember an odd sensation
ripple through my aura when [ hung up.

| wish that | could remember the first moment that we met

If | knew then that |
Would spend the rest of my life with you
I imagine | would have held your gaze a little longer
When first our eyes met

-Billy Bragg (so old!), “The Fourteenth of February”
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Day 8 Concluded: Stone Cold

| don't get many things right the first time
Now | know all the wrong turns, the stumbles and falls
Brought me here

-Ben Folds, “The Luckiest”

Not only am [ now at the best
part of the story, we're also in
Germany! We were first in
Wiirzburg in 2018 and later
we're going back to VeggieBros.
First, though, we're also going
to walk through the big winery
overlooking the town.

[ know most people are

insecure about themselves.
Many of us, especially in the
Midwest, are taught to be humble and self-deprecating. But
consider a picture I have taped to my monitor. It was taken in
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2000, when our kid was six and my parents paid for the whole
family to go on a cruise. Getting out of Pittsburgh in the winter
made it worth it. We even mostly had a good time.

A roving ship’s photographer snapped a picture of Anne and me,
which we, criminal masterminds, stole at the end of the cruise by
slipping into a book. Ocean’s Two.

In the photo, I'm on the left, in a shirt and tie, with a goofy “I
can'’t believe this! Can you effing believe this?” look on my face.

Anne is on the right, looking like a stone-cold fox.

Absolutely no one disagrees with that assessment. Not even Anne,
who is, by far, her own worst critic. Looking at this picture, she
admits she is truly model-level hot. I have become better looking -
more confident - the longer I spent with her. But in this picture,
you can see just how far out of my league she was, even eight years
and one child after we got together.

Or, as Fatboy Slim sings:

Girl l want it
You got it

Your body's like a narcotic

And now I'm spending days with just her, traipsing across Europe.
Amazing. Goddamn am I a lucky sunnabitch. Maybe the Flying
Spaghetti Monster is real?
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SAMSUNG

On my monitor: Cruise 2000 and Regensburg Germany 2018.

Update: it occurs to me that some people might think that pointing
to a picture from 22 years ago is not representative. But just to the
right of that picture is a 2018 picture of Anne at kAffé¢ dAdA in
Regensburg Germany, a restaurant we will revisit on this trip. Even
though she looks different - short hair, wearing glasses, and,
admittedly, older - she is still a total babe. Not that looks are
everything. She also exudes joy and kindness in the picture, even
more so than the 2000 photo. She looks like someone that you
would be lucky to know. Truth in advertising.

And no, snoogums, I won't cut this.
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New Mexico (\White Sands National Park)
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Day 9: The (Two Hour) Courtship
of EK's Mother

The truth, with love,
is that the heart knows straightaway

-Hervé Le Tellier, The Anomaly (translated by Adriana Hunter)

Ain't no use wastin' no time
Gettin' to know each other

-Beck, ‘Debra”

The chapter title is a play on The Courtship of Eddie’s Father, a
sweet comedy that ran from 1969-72. It starred Bill Bixby, who
went on to much greater fame as Bruce Banner in The Incredible
Hulk. I watched a lot of Courtship in 1985-86 as I was doing
piecework while home sick with mono and depression.

That fall of 1992, I was very nervous about the first meeting of
Students for Animal Rights. I wrote out the speech, ran it by Phil
for edits, read it over the phone to Judas, and practiced it in the
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room ahead of time. We had a full house that evening, and in a
testimony to my ability to win friends and influence people, almost
none of them would still be there in a few months.

But one person kept coming.

After the meeting ended, Anne came up to volunteer to be
Outreach Coordinator. I said “Great!” (hubba hubba) “We should set
up a time to meet to discuss outreach plans.”

“Outreach.”

In the meantime, she would drop by outreach tables I was running
in the vestibule of the Student Union. Luckily, I had started to grow
my winter beard - she likes beards. (I was also wearing a pink
triangle “Ally” button. This makes EK’s origin story the perfect
liberal fairy tale.)

That vestibule table was also where I started ruining Joe’s life.

As he tells it, he was coming into the Union to get a soda and
some cash when he heard a commotion. He walked over to witness
a dairy farmer screaming at some tall but composed stud sporting a
drop-dead sexy beard. Based only on that (my calmness in the face
of the farmer’s anger, not the beard) Joe signed up for Students for
Animal Rights. Then he would stop eating animals, eggs, and dairy.

After graduation, he didn't use his biology degree, but became a
social worker in a methadone clinic. He did stunts for PETA, and
then went on to hand (pro-vegetarian) booklets to more people
than any other volunteer in history. After the shocking inevitability,
he would co-found One Step for Animals with Anne and me (with
help from Cathy, Mandy, Dan, Ginny, and Peter Singer).
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Don't look back, a new day's breakin’
Today is the day.

-Tom Scholz / Boston

Because of weird scheduling issues - e.g., I was out of town a lot
for an ecology class, and she was busy teaching and looking for jobs
- Anne and I didn’t meet to “discuss outreach” until a Friday in
mid-October. She came over to my place, which despite my efforts
at cleaning and improving, was a poor-man’s bachelor pad that
smelled of cat pee.

Maybe I cooked something, but neither of us remember. What I
do remember is that we didn’t talk much about animals. We got
right down to “outreach.” At one point, I leaned back and asked,
“What do you want to do now?” She replied, “I'd like to give you a
backrub.” “Oh,” I gushed. “Will you marry me?”

Let the record show that she just giggled. Several hours later,
Anne said, “Well, I guess I should head back.” I didn’t want to ruin
things by being pushy (although I was tempted, and she seemed
potentially open to persuasion - after all, she had initiated the
removal of clothing) so the evening ended.

This might be as good a spot as any to list some of the things we
have in common:

From a redneck, small-minded, cow-forsaken cowtown; easily high
school valedictorian; raised Catholic (goes without saying by this
point) and Catholic schools; male and female siblings; father a
pharmacist, mother worked in the school system.
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(Another set of coincidences, this time between me and Barack
Obama: 6' 2", 160 lbs; wed the love of his life in October 1992 in
Illinois (); first child born in July; a self-described nerd; Leader of
the Free World.)

(Another funny bit - Nick
Offerman - Ron Swanson in Parks &
Recreation — was an undergrad at the
University of Illinois when Anne and I
met there. Sadly, he never came to
any of my Students for Animal Rights
meetings. <sniff> [ was going to title
this book The Greatest Love Story
Ever Told, but Nick beat me to it. [Pic
here of me doing my best Offerman
imitation.])

Anne is also an athlete. She ran cross-country & track in high
school and into college, and has also run a full marathon. Before I
met her, she did a lot of cycling, including one tour up the whole
west coast of Michigan. She is muscular and strong yet lean.

She is also brave, going off to live in Germany with very little
background. But she had already established her bravery while still
a little kid by recognizing and accepting she couldn’t count on
adults.

Our nature and nurture have left us very similar. We are both
introverts who prefer a book to a party. We have few good friends.
We like being outdoors, especially in the sunshine, but we aren’t
crazy - we love not camping.
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We like physical activity and walk at the same pace (brisk)
although I slow her down to take photos. (Sooo many photos. But
they are truly awesome photos.) By the time we met, we were both
rationalists, materialists (philosophically, not in terms of
purchases), skeptics, freethinkers, and had both slowly stopped
eating meat, eggs, and dairy, although she had never liked meat

except sausage.

My wife is quite a dish.
And we both realized there ain’'t no use wastin’ no time....
She is - by far - the least stereotypically female woman I've ever
known at least moderately well. She has no interest in gifts,

romance (we've replaced our $35 wedding bands with $0.90 fidget
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rings) (edit: we no longer wear rings at all), foreplay, or much
smooching (generally, although there have been a few exceptions
that involve external forces and wine). We don't celebrate birthdays
or holidays, a mistake I made as an overreaction to the stress and
impossible expectations of “important” days when [ was a kid. (We
have a running joke that my birthday is The High Holy Day, which
we count down via BirthdayEve"X - e.g., a week before is Birthday
Eve Eve Eve Eve Eve Eve. Today is BirthdayEve~217.)

Our differences include the fact that she is left-handed and an
absolute champion sleeper. (So jealous!) I think about Marital
Relations far more. She reads much faster, likes cauliflower, and
has way less patience. She has a bias for action; mine is cogitation.
I'm taller and have a beard. (Early on, I shaved several times, which
she did not like.)

They say you shouldn’t marry yourself. (Or a foxier, more-
mature version of yourself.) But it worked out damn well for me.
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Day 9 Continued:
The Road to Perdition (and Prague)
The Giddy-Up Courtship becomes
Time the First

In your face, Springfield!

-Homer Simpson when Marge agrees to marry him

Sitting in a hotel in Regensburg,
Bavaria, one of our favorite towns
in the world as well as one of the
places Anne lived before we met.
The Roman fortress Castra Regina
- the northernmost Roman fort in
Europe - was built here in 179 AD.
The stone bridge was built in the
12th Century. Last night, walking
along the river to kAffé dAdA, we
saw graffiti that says (translated)
“Animals have rights, too.” Soon,

we're boarding the train to Prague.
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That will be the first time we've been to a country where Anne
doesn’t speak the language.

Our “Outreach” meeting was on Friday, October 16, 1992. By this
time, we were exchanging emails. (Again: 1992) This included
sending her poems which no one should ever see. (Uh-oh. She dug
them up. Holy shit! Now I want to divorce me.) Anne, however, was
incredibly kind; she even said she used one for her morning
meditation. That’s how much she wanted to get with me. Why, I'm
not sure. But using all my life’s luck for that was worth it.

Sunday, October 18, Anne went out for a run and stopped by my
place. As she told me later, she was doubting that things could
really have been what they seemed to be. (Before we met, she had
decided she was never going to marry and made peace with it.) By
the time she left to continue her run, she was certain she was
falling in love. (As was I! Wheeeeeeeee!)

The next Students for Animal Rights meeting was Wednesday
the 21st. She came over before, and on the famous futon, we were
sorely tempted to ... just skip the meeting. But we pulled back. On
our way to campus, the subject of condoms just happened to come
up. “Someone once told me it is like petting a cat with gloves on.”
“Yeah,” I replied. “A cat you really, really want to pet.”

That was the first night we spent together, but without said
condoms. The next day, I urgently rushed to CVS, looking all over
for the condoms. Being half-blind (my blood was elsewhere)
couldn’t find them, so I asked an older woman working there. I
must have had lust written all over my face because she looked at
me with utter disdain and disqust before pointing me to the display
under the pharmacy.
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I sent Anne an email of my adventure and then found that she
had already written saying we needed to get condoms. (In a clever
and sexy way that I can’t repeat here.) That Thursday night,
October 22 1992, was the last night we willingly spent apart.

s o 1IN FLOOR"

IATTHEW M. BALL

1% pook & RIGHT Row B Seat CH
—“"= Krgnnert Center for the Performing Arts

We were scheduled to go to a concert by Ellis Marsalis and Marcus
Roberts on Friday the 23rd. Again on the famous futon, again
terribly tempted to skip, but again we went, left early, and rushed
back. That night is when we declared we were wed. And we began
our life of sin.

(“Wed” being the commitment, “marriage” being a formal legal
contract. I didn’t know this distinction until writing this book. We
didn’t care about words; we just knew. October 23 is the primary
date we celebrate, inasmuch as we celebrate anything. Except the
High Holy Day of course.)

They say youth is wasted on the young. But yee-haw - for the
next year, we took full advantage of our youth and vigor. It was
Time the First: The first time my life was truly and completely
wunderbar and I recognized and appreciated it as so.
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Having hardly slept
following the concert (from
excitement - get your mind
out of the gutter) (well,
maybe a little in the gutter)
(OK, fine) we got in my little
Sentra and drove to Hillsdale
Michigan, where my parents
were wrapping up a visit to
their cottage on Lake Wilson.
The four of us went to Pizza
Hut where Anne and I ate
pizza without cheese. (Yum.)

When Anne left to go to
the bathroom, I told my folks,
“She’s The One.”

They didn’t know what to think. I had been with Diane for over
three years, bringing her to Tiffin and to family events. Now here
was Anne - almost the same name! - who they had just heard of.

In short: they were dubious.

After they left for Tiffin, Anne and I were alone at my
childhood’s favorite place. The next day, I took her out in the canoe
to the middle of the lake. It was a beautiful clear autumn day, a bit
past peak color. I got down on one knee, careful not to capsize, and
again asked her to marry me. This time, in addition to giggling, she
said “Yes.” It was all great fun.

On the drive back to Urbana, we continued to make delightfully
detailed but doomed plans for a spring wedding (technically:
marriage ceremony).
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It was an autumn of glorious sights, sounds, and ... other senses.
Anne and I held hands as we walked to campus in the lovely
autumn weather while every love song I knew played in my head.
We biked through the Illinois countryside amidst rustling corn
awaiting the combine. We visited her friends Shelley and Katherine
a half hour south in Charleston.

(Katherine, who was vegan when Anne met her, had come to
Urbana for that fateful first Students for Animal Rights meeting,
after which she hypothesized, “I bet Matt is gay. Phil moved here
with him. Why else would he do that?” Ha-ha!)

Later that fall, Anne had a second interview at Carnegie Mellon
University in Pittsburgh. At the small Urbana airport, I watched her
get on a little dual-prop Beechcraft. This was the first time that we
spent a night apart since October 22nd, and would be the last until
her parents wouldn't let us sleep together during the holidays.
(Booo!) But I would sneakily visit her. (Yay!)

Anne was picked up at the Pittsburgh airport in a normal car,
but was driven back to the airport in a limousine. This meshed with
her opinion that the interview and teaching had gone very well. She
found out later that while she was doing her teaching demo, one
CMU professor leaned over to another and whispered, “Can we just
offer her the job now?”

While she was gone, I bought a small live Christmas tree, which
we would later plant in Shelley’s yard. I wrapped it with a string of
blue lights. Anne had made many improvements to the now
somewhat-less-shitty apartment; the tree and lights were my
contribution to our first holiday season together.
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We had already gone to a
catalog store at the mall to
buy the least expensive
wedding bands we could find.
(Our friend JL would top me
later. He and Jhini would have
rings they bought at a
hardware store. Wearing that
ring, Jhini would save my life
years later.) (Given how bad
my hands have been since
breaking my neck, I can’t get
that 1992 ring on or off most

days, which is why I don’t
wear a ring.)

Anne and I would wear the wedding rings around the
apartment but not yet out in public. We have a picture of our
ringed hands intertwined over our little holiday tree. It was a pretty
amazing feeling. It was my first jewelry since my Cub Scout ring in
second grade. The nun took it from me one day because I was
fiddling with it. I never saw the ring again.

It was the best winter up north ever. The best winter ever.
Easily. Much of it was simply Perfection.

Importantly, I knew it. We were in Tiffin on Christmas, sitting
with my family in front of the fireplace. I had my head on Anne’s lap
when mom asked everyone for their favorite Christmas memory.
When it got to me, I said simply, “This.”
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In a shocking twist, I was
now the one who wanted kids.
Psych! We talked about it that
season, sitting by the fire. I
waxed philosophical, asking,
“Isn’t it something we should
experience?” Anne took my
former position: Why mess with
a perfect thing? She also had
very specific concerns: What if
the kid was abused? What if the
kid was abducted? (We were
children of the 70s: Stranger
Danger!) What if they were
severely handicapped or
severely depressed?

Of course, I was following
my genetic programming, the
programming that had
successfully led to an unbroken

line of a billion fruitful
couplings since Phylum
Chordata first appeared.

This manifest in the feeling of being madly, thrillingly,
overwhelmingly in love.

I am still madly in love. Being in Europe, where I basically interact
only with Anne all day every day, makes it all the more intense.
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Now we're on the train to Prague. I'm re-reading Kurt Vonnegut’s

Slaughterhouse Five in preparation for our later visit to Dresden. If
you haven't read Slaughterhouse Five, it is basically a fictionalized
version of the Vonnegut’s time in World War II, including living
through the firebombing of Dresden.

(Which, unlike what Vonnegut says, killed fewer people than the
atom bomb over Hiroshima. The firebombing of Tokyo was the
deadliest attack in human history. However, reading Last to Die: A
Defeated Empire, a Forgotten Mission, and the Last American Killed
in World War II convinced me that in terms of lives saved, at least
the first atomic bomb (Little Boy) was probably justified. Check out
Last to Die if you think otherwise.)
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In Slaughterhouse Five, Billy, the main character, bounces
around in time, so his pre- and post-war stories are interspersed
throughout the main narrative. I was not thinking of that structure
when [ started writing Losing My Religions. (And good sweet Jeebus
knows I'm not comparing myself to Vonnegut.)

It is amazing to be in this thrilling time of my life while revisiting

the most thrilling time of my life. But enough of the past. I'm going
to log off and live this day.
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Day 9's Surprise Conclusion!

So we go inside and we gravely read the stones
All those people, all those lives
Where are they now?
With loves, and hates

And passions just like mine

-The Smiths, “Cemetery Gates”

One day when I was probably about twenty years old, I took a
random exit off of Interstate 75 somewhere in Ohio. I'm not sure
why, but I'm sure it had something to do with my general
expansiveness and inquisitiveness of mind at the time. I thought it
profound that I was driving past houses in which so many lives
were being lived with no connection to my own. That moment -
looking at them through the window - would be my only
interaction with them. There are literally billions of past, present,
and future lives like that - lives that haven't and never will intersect
with my consciousness.

Since October 2019, when we started planning to visit Prague, I
have been watching videos from the YouTube channel “Honest
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Guide.” Janek, on camera, and Honza, behind camera, have over a
hundred videos about Prague. (And other places they visit, but
mostly Prague.) Anne would sometimes stop in my office while I
was watching these videos during physical therapy, so she’s also
seen a lot of Janek.

Now watch in amazement
again as I connect those two
seemingly-random paragraphs
to our story!

Once we got into Prague
this past Thursday, after the
great and glorious germ-filled
train ride from Regensburg,
we dropped off our stuff at the
Airbnb and headed out. After a
good meal at one of the many
of Prague’s plant-powered

places, we went across the
Charles Bridge and up to the
castle, where we could get in free (it was after five). There, we
wandered the grounds with many fewer people than throng the
place during the day.

After this, walking briskly (the only way Anne walks) on a side
street at twilight, I suddenly, without thinking or even conscious
recognition, blurted to the empty sidewalk, “Are you the Honest
Guide?”

Janek was already past us, but he stopped and came back,
submitting to a selfie.
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It was pretty freaking incredible! He had been out filming and
just happened to be on that random side street. Anne quickly
processed how amazing this was - we know of only two people in
all of Czechia and we ran into one of them. Anne kept saying, “Oh
my god! How cool was that? Why aren’t you more excited?” I was
mostly just stunned. It didn't seem real. But we have the picture,

and I messaged him on Facebook and heard back, so I guess it
really happened.

At least so far, the trip has been amazing. Not “make up for three-
plus years of not traveling” amazing, but quite a bit better than
could be reasonably expected. Prague is everything Janek
promised. The architecture is just incredible. So many great
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restaurants! Easy to get around without knowing the language. (I'm
hesitant to use the few words I've learned.)

Anne once got a fortune that says, “Among the lucky, you are
the chosen one.” (She still has that slip of paper.) That has come to
mind several times on this trip.
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Why Reason Is Needed

Morality doesn't mean “following divine commandments.”
It means “reducing suffering.”
Therefore in order to act morally,
you don't need to believe in any myth or story.

You just need to develop a deep appreciation of suffering.

-Yuval Noah Harari, 21 Lessons for the 21st Century

In 1986, my first year at the University of Cincinnati, Fred and I
became friends with Bill, with whom no one wanted to room. Bill
was the first person I knew personally who was openly gay. One of
the few times I ever went to a bar, he, Fred, and I sat at a table and
drank beer. After a few glasses, I was bemoaning my lack of female
companionship. “Maybe I'm just not attractive.” Bill leaned over the
table and said, “Believe me, you are very attractive.”

Four years later I met Carl in Illinois at Students for Animal
Rights. He was my age and very thoughtful, and we started hanging
out, talking big topics. (We still get a card from him at Christmas.)
Years later, Anne and I were staying with Carl and his boyfriend in
Boulder Colorado. As Anne was walking away up the stairs, I said
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jokingly, “How can you not want that?” “Ugh! Her butt’s so big!”
Anne stopped dead and we all laughed uproariously.

I remembered those events
when Anne and I were touring
the fortress overlooking
Wiirzburg. Most of the spires
have crucifixes topping them,
but one has a statue of a
beautiful naked woman,
approximately Anne’s height
and shape. I noted to Anne how
so very deeply and lustfully that
shape moved me, and how I
found it basically impossible to
imagine otherwise.

This is why reason is so
necessary. My emotional,
visceral reaction to the idea of
one type of attraction versus

another should have absolutely

no bearing on how others should be allowed to live. Reason allows
for the recognition that others are enough like us to deserve basic
respect and freedoms. This is codified as rights, protecting
everyone from the inherent prejudices and biases we all have.

This is probably self-evident to you. But in the scope of human
history, rights are a recent invention. (And a joke.)

This morning, I woke up to the expected but still shocking news
that the United States is about to strip half the population of the
right to bodily autonomy. A right women won only fifty years ago —
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within my lifetime. All because much of the population is unable to
reason, but instead want to impose their religious views - their
prejudices - on the rest of us, legally equating a single,
microscopic, fertilized egg with a fully-realized human being.

As Peter Singer has noted, reason is a ladder that can lead us to
unexpected places. Beyond overriding my anti-choice
indoctrination, reason has led me to recognize that many other
animals are enough like me in fundamental ways as to deserve
basic respect and freedoms. The famous quote is from Bentham:
“The question is not, Can they reason? Nor Can they talk? but, Can
they suffer?”

When I give talks about animal issues, I often get the question,
“Wouldn’t you sacrifice a rabbit to save your kid?” I pull out a cute
baby picture of our kid and reply, “I sure would. Actually, I would
sacrifice you to save my kid. I would sacrifice all of you to save my
kid. This is why we don’t make laws based on our personal
feelings.”

Except when we do, like the religious fanatics on the current
Supreme Court.

Martin Luther King, Jr. famously quoted another preacher: “The
arc of history is long but bends towards justice.” I hope so. It isn't
always obvious. It certainly isn’t obvious today.

181 Ball


https://petersinger.info/
https://daily-philosophy.com/cooper-quotes-bentham-animal-suffering/
https://www.mattball.org/2022/07/cut-chapter-interruption-fuck-patriarchy.html

- SRS L, 0 W

One of the many peacocks wandering Prague'’s parks
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Day 10: “Not comin’ all that way
just to eat vegetables.”

And | have no compass.
And | have no religion.
Don't worry baby, it's gonna be alright.
Uncertainty can be a guiding light.

-U2, "Zooropa" (released in 1993)

When you hear the term “crazy in love” (or “madly in love”) it isn’'t a
metaphor. We were. Crazed. Literally, not figuratively. We had lost
our critical faculties. We were so happy that we couldn’t imagine
others not being happy for us.

Ha-ha!

We continued to plan the doomed ceremony and celebration.
The former was to be just immediate family (parents and siblings)
and our best woman and man. As far as we could tell, this was the
only way we could keep it small. Everyone would be invited to the
reception, but we wanted an intimate ceremony.
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Of course, this did not go over well. Anne’s parents were
outraged at the suggestion that her never-married aunt wouldn'’t
be included. Then, when told there would be no animal meat at the
reception, her dad said, “I'm not comin’ all that way just to eat
vegetables.” “All that way” was 227 miles. For the first of his
children to get married. And it would be just one meal after the
ceremony. And there would be hardly any vegetables!

Their reaction was quite enough, thank you very much. We
weren't that crazy. We sobered up enough to pseudo-elope. We
picked the weekend of February 20 because that was when my pal
Mark could come down from Madison. Jerry and Ursula, friends of
Anne’s who had also eloped, told us the local Protestant minister
served as the de facto Justice of the Peace. So technically, we did
get married in a church. My folks and my sister came, as they
hadn’t been jerks about our original plans. Those confrontations
were in the future, although my sister has always been cool about
everything.

After Mark got in Friday, the three
of us went to see The Kronos
Quartet. (Check out their Adagio.)
Saturday, we got up, put on
decentish clothes (not the funeral
suit) and went to the church.

After the ceremony (as short
as we could convince the minister
to do, which he joked about
during the ceremony) I carried
Anne over the threshold of our
apartment. (No lie. There is
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photographic proof.) Then we all drove the thirty minutes to
Shelley’s house where she had baked a cake that had risen
unevenly, but was at least covered with frosting. It was topped by
wedding trolls, which we still break out every February.

I had made soup the day before, and overnight it went from
spicy to inedible. (Mark ate it, though, sweat dripping down his
forehead like Ed before him.)

A

| can't tell you how much | love this pic. One of my three fav in this book.

It had been spitting snow (and rice) when we left the church, and
was really snowing when Mark, Anne, and I were driving back to
Urbana that night. They were chatting happily when, about two
hundred yards ahead of me, [ watched a car skid and then slide off
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the road. I asked Anne and Mark to please stop talking so I could
concentrate - neither had seen the accident - so the rest of the
trip was in sober silence. The drive was so stressful that there
wasn'’t a standard wedding night to bookend that morning’s sin, but
the following evening made up for it.

'CIJ" CI cou[d say

‘ A LT could give perspective, :
. wewouldall know that all
~that can ever be expected
: from the outside world -
3 are two: beauty
and the caring
warmth and love -
ofa good friend
- to hold moments
-into the future... "_.

The cover of our self-designed and printed official announcement.

Dawn revealed a heavy cover of snow blanketing Illinois under
crystal clear skies. If you're going to have cold, snowy weather to
start your legal marriage, it may as well be brilliantly beautiful. The
three of us drove to Chicago so Mark could catch the evening bus
home. First, though, we went to the Art Institute, where we split
up. Talking after, Anne and Mark had the same favorite painting -
Renoir’s Two Sisters (on the Terrace). Mine was Van Gogh's 1887
self-portrait.

Losing My Religions 186


https://www.artic.edu/
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/14655/two-sisters-on-the-terrace
https://www.artic.edu/artworks/80607/self-portrait

After that, we went to Star of Siam, a Thai restaurant on Illinois
Street. As his wedding present, Mark said we could order anything
and everything we wanted. This was a real treat - easily the best
gift we got - since we were broke and always scrimping. Soon, we
had a table chock full of appetizers and entrees. At one point, Mark
said with deep appreciation and satisfaction, “This is chow!” We still
use this saying when the meal is excellent and plentiful. We ate

every last morsel.

That evening was something new to me, which happens with
Anne more than I would have ever imagined.

When Anne told her family we had eloped, her never-married aunt
said: “That’s a strange way to get married.” Feel the love.

Her father’s reaction to the first of four children getting
married was, “Well, I like your living arrangements now.” And he

was the nice one.

He'll be dead soon.
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Travelog Erfurt

In the vastness of space and the immensity of time,

it is my joy to share a planet and an epoch with Annie.

wrn

-Carl Sagan .. and me, removing the second-to-last letter, I".

Greetings from Erfurt, Germany. This is the most beautiful town
that I've ever been in that has basically no American tourists. Or, as
Rick Steves puts it: Unspoiled Germany.

Prague was incredibly beautiful. Just amazing architecture.
Definitely worth a visit. But it was overrun with tourists, especially
from the U.S. If we were to ever go again, we would avoid the
weekends. Last Saturday, mobs of loud, drunken men roamed the
streets.

Erfurt, however, is almost your quintessentially beautiful small-
town Germany. It is not in Bavaria, which is the part of Germany
Americans think of as Germany. (Most Americans stationed here
after the war were in southern Germany, which is why Bavaria
became our stereotype.) But there are enough half-timbered
houses in Erfurt to be recognizably German.
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Yet there are no Americans here! Lots of tourists - German
tourists. We walked all over town yesterday, in all the most touristy

places, and didn't hear a word of English. Just German.

We are also staying at an absolutely amazing Airbnb. (Thanks,
Lothar!) For years, I resisted the idea of Airbnbs, worried about
getting a bad one. I figured hotels would be more consistent. In
2018, we stayed in an Airbnb for the first time, in Wiirzburg. It was
very nice, better than a hotel room. (Although the slog across town
after our international flight over to Germany, via Atlanta and Paris,
was quite miserable. It was one of those things that makes you say,
“I will never travel again.” But then, of course, you wake up the next
day refreshed and in an entirely new country.)
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Before Erfurt, we stayed in a seventh floor Airbnb apartment in
Dresden. It was the very top floor, on the corner, with the roof
cutting into the apartment and the windows all basically skylights.
There were lots of plants too, making it seem like we were living in
a greenhouse. It was absolutely beautiful; we could look out over
Old Town and see the spires of Dresden’s most famous churches.
We saw hot air balloons the first evening (one shaped like a heart)
which just added to the romance.

But this Airbnb in Erfurt is probably the nicest place Anne and I
have ever stayed. It has two bedrooms - more than we need, but it
was the best deal available. The second bedroom is huge, with
perhaps the biggest TV I've ever seen, and an entire living area
separate from the bed. That is where I am now, a little before five
a.m., talking into my phone while Anne sleeps.

There is a lovely garden out back, which our bedroom and the
kitchen overlook. The right-hand side of the garden contains part
of the original city wall.

Today we are going to walk to the EGA Park, a huge botanical
garden. It was built in the 1950s to showcase Communism (we're
still in the former east Germany) and has been expanded and
improved since reunification. It should be yet another lovely day.
(Plant-based chicken shown here.)

I know you didn't pick up this book to read an advertisement for
Airbnb, or the city of Erfurt, or the country of Germany. But I
wanted to give you a flavor of where I am writing this, how
amazingly lucky I am right now.
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(In case you're wondering, the rest of this book is not like this.
Although bits are.)
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Day 11: Remembering Perfection while
Flying Coach

We've come a long, long way together
Through the hard times and the good
| have to celebrate you, baby

| have to praise you like | should

-Fatboy Slim

I realize I didn’t say much about Dresden. It exceeded expectations!

Dresden largely escaped damage during WWII until the last few
months. It was a known “open city” with no military significance.
This is why many prisoners of war were housed there, including
Kurt Vonnegut. But then, in mid-February 1945, less than three
months before the end of the war in Europe, Allied bombers
destroyed the main part of the city in one of the most intense
bombings in human history.

As noted, it was not the worst firebombing - that would be
Tokyo - but it was pretty freakin’ horrific. Dresden spent the next
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55 years basically under Soviet rule. So while visiting, we had to
keep in mind that just about everything we saw were
reconstructions, mostly in the past two decades since

reunification!

Not counting vacations like this, there have been three times when
my life was, for all intents and purposes, Perfect. And, maybe more
importantly, I recognized life as Perfect at the time. Our narrative is
now in the first of these - from our first date until the first wave of
morning sickness - about thirteen incredible months.

Being so desperately desirous and yet so seemingly repulsive to
the opposite sex from age 13 through 17 seems to have marked me,
at some deep level, as undesirable and unworthy. This Time the
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First in 1992-93 left me feeling great gratitude but also wonder and
even bewilderment that Anne wanted to get with me.

I still feel that, thirty years on. I have had that feeling a number
of times on this trip. Even to this day, after 30 years together, I get
this brief but stunning realization that this smart, sexy, sane babe
wants to be with me. I regularly have dreams where we meet in
some situation, and I am flabbergasted that she’s interested. “Wait.
What? Who, me?”

Yes, I know this isn’t rational. I mean, she is not the first person
who'’s wanted to get with me. Not a literal ton of other people have,
but more than a quarter ton!

(Honestly, I think this is driving Republicans, especially in red
states: Men who were sexually frustrated for years developed a
subconscious hatred of women. Any woman having sex must be
punished. This gets couched in religious language, but deliberately
citing rape-justifying Matthew Hale gives away the game.

What about the women, you ask? If you raise children in an
angry, repressive, hell-threatening patriarchy, many if not most
will adopt that worldview. Many unlikely factors must come
together for children to get out of their parents’ cult. It is deeply
sad and truly tragic.)

Back to our for-now glorious story:

There in Illinois, even though we were broke, living in a shithole
with a fetid feline (sorry TS) it was the best of times, it was the best
of times, it was the age when all our programming’s desires were
fulfilled.
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So many jigsaw pieces

Munich

had to have fallen into place
for this to happen. Another
example: the year before we
met, Anne had been one of
the top candidates for a job
in Minot North Dakota.
North freakin’ Dakota. How
incredibly fortunate that
they chose the other
teacher. The cold must have
addled their brains. My
eternal thanks to them.

As mentioned, Anne
interviewed for a job at Carnegie Mellon (CMU) in the fall of 1992.
They were doubling the size of their Modern Language
Department, hiring on two tracks: research and teaching. Her first
interview was at a conference in Chicago a month after we wed. It
was a nice hotel room, and we weren’t paying for the heat, so I had
the room quite hot. After she got back from the interview, it got
hotter. All over the room.

Before we went out that evening, I took a picture of us in the
mirror - something I would do regularly. This one is the best, since
my face is mostly blocked.

After a very nice Italian dinner, we went to a comedy club. As
we stood to leave early - the hotel room wasn’t gonna heat itself —
one of the comics yelled at me: “Where the fuck are you going?” 1
should have replied: “Exactly.”
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Shortly after Anne took the
limo back to the Pittsburgh
airport and flew home to me
and our tree, I was looking
for her in the University’s
foreign languages building.
My memory is that she came
out of her advisor’s office,
saw me, and yelled down the
hall, “I got the job!” When she
got back to the apartment
that evening, I met her at the
door and pinned her to it as
soon as it closed.

Sweet Lord Jeebus, We.
Were. So. Young. [ was 24.
She was 28. Our kid is about
to turn 28 and they're just a
kid!

And now, in the fall 1993, Anne would start a real job - a job, she
was told, that was to do what she loved: teach. Her salary would be
S30k, which in retrospect is pretty insultingly low, even for '93.
(She would soon meet high school German teachers in the area
making over S70k.) But after years of living well below the poverty
line, it felt like finding a pot of gold.

The rest of the school year in Urbana went by way too fast. We
flew to Pittsburgh to look for an apartment, finding one that was
quite nice - pure luxury compared to our Illinois place. I finished
my first Masters (not the golf tournament) in Forest Ecology
focusing on carbon sequestration, after some drama:
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Back in ‘90, I had applied to grad schools doing interesting and
(I thought) important work. The Environmental Engineering
professor I originally started with at the University of Illinois was a
self-professed progressive. We would quickly fall out over my
refusal to electrofish: i.e., killing every living thing in a certain area
of a body of water. That allowed researchers to “sample” the “life”
(now dead) and extrapolate to the whole ecosystem. (The
technique has evolved to be relatively non-lethal these days.)

I was in a class he taught, and one day he went off against
animal rights activists, for no reason other than to attack me
publicly. He said “animal fanatics” really cared only for cute
mammals, even though he knew I didn't eat chickens, eggs, or fish,
and specifically refused to kill any fish. To keep myself from saying
anything, I put my head down on my desk as he talked and bolted
from the class as soon as it ended.

Good times. Literally. OMG literally.

Shortly after that, I shifted to another professor, a bigshot in
her field. She was not a liberal and didn’t give a shit about my
politics or my diet. We got along great. This pattern would repeat,
almost exactly, as farce at Carnegie Mellon a few years later.
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Day 11 Concluded: Won't go naked,
but open to party.

All of us in society are supposed to believe
that cruelty to animals is wrong

and that it is a good thing to prevent needless suffering.

-Ingrid NewRirk

As the head of Students for Animal Rights (SAR) I was in charge of
bringing in a speaker for the year.

Previously, the group had bought in Dr Ned Buyukmihci, the
head of the Association of Veterinarians for Animal Rights. He was
a sweet guy who gave a really nice talk open to the public. I don't
remember exactly, but not a lot of people came, and it didn't create
much excitement on campus. Ned, Tom, and [ went to a bar on
Green Street, where I had Guinness for the first time. (I thought
that Becks was the height of sophistication in the beer world. Oy.)

In 1992, SAR’s insightful and inspiring outreach coordinator
(Anne) thought we should bring in Ingrid Newkirk, the founder and
head of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals. PETA was and
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is the most famous - and infamous - animal rights group in the
country, if not the world. They were known for many different
stunts, including going naked to protest whatever they wanted the
media to cover. PETA knew that as a relatively small group, they
would not be able to sway public opinion with just their own
advertising budget. Instead, they decided they had to leverage the
media’s reach. That would allow PETA to bring animal issues to the
general public as well as policymakers and companies. As such,
there was no such thing as bad press.

There are many examples of their controversial actions, but
they had limits. One story I heard was a proposed billboard
featuring singer Kurt Cobain, with the text “I need fur like I need a
hole in my head.” This was just after Cobain had committed suicide
by shooting himself in the head. One of their department heads at
the time nixed this idea.

Although Anne and I had used command-line email in our
week-long courtship, not a lot of groups were using email for
anything yet. (Despite my urging, PETA would fall behind in the
digital realm for a few years. In 1995, they lost PETA.org to People
Eating Tasty Animals. It took until 2001 for PETA’s lawsuit to win
the domain.) After a number of expensive long-distance phone calls
(yes, phone calls used to cost money) PETA eventually agreed to
have Ingrid come at a discounted rate, since SAR did not have
much of a budget from the university.

The condition was that we had to get Ingrid a bunch of media.

Anne and I set up several radio appearances and two talks on
campus. The first was a lunch lecture that, if | am remembering
correctly, was about feminism and animal rights.
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The main evening event was to be in a big lecture hall and open
to the general public. We put up flyers around campus, screaming
in big letters her quote “A rat is a pig is a dog is a boy.” (Even then,
chickens were left out. <sniff>) We thought that that would be the
most provocative way to get attention for the event, as this quote
from Ingrid had often been pulled out of context. But we were
going for controversy, not accuracy or fairness. We wanted to get
butts in the seats. The rest was up to her.

Ingrid had just published Free the Animals: The Story of the
Animal Liberation Front (ALF). ALF would research what
laboratories were doing the most egregious animal testing, often
by finding sympathetic people on the inside. Then they would
break in, vandalize the lab, and rescue some of the animals -
hopefully the most sympathetic and photogenic. (In terms of PR, a
rat # a dog.)

Taken in isolation, the logic is pretty compelling: If you knew
that someone was being tortured for no reason other than to test a
new shampoo formulation, wouldn’t you have a moral obligation to
break in and rescue them? Or, alternatively, if you were being held
in prison and tortured for the sake of a new line of mascara,
wouldn’t you want someone to ignore whatever unjust laws

allowed your imprisonment?

When Ingrid got into town, Anne and I picked her up at the airport.
The next day, we drove her to her first radio appearance. Later,
when [ was driving Ingrid to the lunch event, I asked her obliquely
if she thought that I should do something other than pursuing a
degree in forest ecology while doing animal advocacy on the side.
But she didn't give much of an answer.
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From my memory, the first talk went well. [ don’t remember
much from it. Anne introduced her, and I think all of the discussion
was generally friendly.

When I was driving Ingrid to her next radio interview, she
thought she might have seen an injured bird, but we had gone by
too quickly to get a good look. She asked me if we should go back.
That would mean missing the radio interview, where she would
reach thousands of people, so I stammered something about
needing to make the appointment. I kept driving, and she kept
looking behind us.

(This is an example of the main difference between Anne & me
and many other animal advocates. We are not “animal people.” We
don't tear up at a specific case of animal abuse, and we aren’t
“recharged” by going to an animal sanctuary. Although Anne does
like cats, that wasn’t what led her to co-found and fund Animal
Liberation Action and One Step for Animals. It was one of the
things we had in common with Judas, who once took a sharpie to a
shirt that said, “Love animals: don’t eat them.” He crossed out
“Love” and wrote in “Respect.”)

(But, as you'll see, I also have plenty of differences with the
more calculating utilitarians.)

Attendance for Ingrid’s evening talk was very good. She showed
two video clips, one about animal testing and the about the abuse
of pigs by animal agriculture. (Mingling in the crowd afterward, I
heard one student say, “I'm not going vegetarian, but I'm sure not
eating hot dogs ever again.”)

There were some inquiries in good faith during the Q&A
session, but the ag department - which is huge at the University of
Illinois - had sent a large contingent to try to rattle Ingrid. But she
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was too much of a pro to take any of the bait they offered. The one
question I remember specifically was about research on goldfish
that the person claimed would be useful to understanding the
function of nerves, with that knowledge helping children suffering
from brain disorders. It was much better than “a dog or your
daughter,” because there's no sympathy for goldfish. I don't
remember exactly what
Ingrid said, but it seemed to
me like a reasonable position
rather than the rantings of a
fanatic.

Ingrid was staying at
fellow SAR member Jackie’s
apartment. Some of us met
over there after the talk and
constructed a human
pyramid. (Why? I don’t
remember.) Ingrid is kneeling
on top with one arm raised in
victory. (Anne is on the
bottom instead of me
because my back was out.)
The picture cracks me up

every time.

Ingrid also wanted the apartment to be very hot, because she,
like me, was cold all the time. Ingrid ended up moving PETA from
Washington DC down to Virginia in part so she could be a little bit
warmer.

I can identify!
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On the drive to the airport, I came right out and told her that I
thought that I should be “throwing parties” instead of going to
school. (“Throwing parties” is the euphemism the Animal Liberation
Front used to talk about their raids.) Ingrid was unequivocal in her
response: She said I should definitely continue doing what I was
doing rather than throwing parties.

We had also talked about Carl Sagan and Ann Druyan’s
previously-mentioned book, Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, which
had also just come out in ‘92 and which Ingrid hadn’t yet read. It is
full of insightful quotes, such as:

Humans - who enslave, castrate, experiment on, and
fillet other animals - have had an understandable
penchant for pretending animals do not feel pain. A
sharp distinction between humans and “animals” is
essential if we are to bend them to our will, make them
work for us, wear them, eat them - without any
disquieting tinges of guilt or regret. It is unseemly of us,
who often behave so unfeelingly toward other animals,
to contend that only humans can suffer. The behavior of
other animals renders such pretensions specious. They

are just too much like us.

I bought and sent Ingrid a copy after she left (no Amazon at the
time - it would be founded the same month our offspring was
born) and we've been in intermittent touch ever since. She wrote
the introduction to one of my previous books.

However, the most important thing that came out of this event
was her eventual introduction to Benedict, whom she would hire in
1996 in part because he was the kind of person willing to streak the
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Queen with “GoVeg.com" written on his backside. Despite his
extroversion, he would become one of my closest friends, having
me accept his induction into the Animal Rights Hall of Fame on his
behalf. After Judas, he is the person with whom I am closely
associated within the animal rights community. And he would
become the person who, fifteen years later, would leave me lying
on my bed, in agony and suicidal, during Pandemic Summer 2021.
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Brains! BRAINS!
(There is a self! But no free will.)

Man can do what he wants
but he cannot will what he wills.

-Arthur Schopenhauer

On the train to Dresden, Anne brought up that we are each other’s
karass, for those who have read Vonnegut’s Cat’s Cradle. If you
haven’t read that, you definitely should.

A bit before five a.m. on our last day in Dresden, I woke up from a
bad dream that put me in a bad mood. Instead of immediately
meditating to let go of the strange scene my brain had concocted
(fighting a guy with a box cutter) I stopped to look at what I was
feeling, which led me down this path:

Brains are effing incredible. I didn't really realize at the time, but
I had a hint early on. I was probably about ten, lying in bed upstairs
at the Toledo house. The evening was about as perfect as you can
get — a slowly fading twilight, windows open, temperature in the
mid-seventies, no one else around, no noise from the street.
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For some reason, the thought appeared in my still-unformed
brain: “What if there was nothing?” Not “What if the lights went
out?” or “What if I hadn’t been born?” or “What if Grandpa
Anderson had been killed in the Pacific?” But more, “What if there
hadn’t been a Big Bang?”

I kept exploring that thought, focusing on it more to the
exclusion of everything else. (Something I'd never done before and
haven'’t really been able to replicate since.) After a while, a funny
feeling came over me. It was like I became that nothingness. I
existed but I didn'’t. It wasn’t pleasant, it wasn't unpleasant. It didn’t
last long or short. It was nothing. But the memory of it has always
been thrilling for how deeply unusual it was. I stopped trying to
explain what I had experienced after two failed tries.

(There was also a time when the color yellow looked different
to me but no one believed me. Anne won't have a problem believing
that, given how messed-up my color vision is. Her: “What color is

that?” Me, meekly: “Blue?” Her: “It could not be more pink.”)

,

What color is this?
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Yes, [ know I have rewritten the “nothing” memory by recalling it
dozens of times since it happened, including now. As Lisa Feldman
Barrett writes in Seven and a Half Lessons about The Brain, “A brain
doesn’t store memories like files in a computer - it reconstructs
them on demand with electricity and swirling chemicals. We call
this process remembering but it’s really assembling.”

But the memory I have today of that moment forty-four years
ago is that it made a deep impression when it happened. It has
stuck with me as one of the most profound experiences of my life;
it was, I think, the most singular.

While that anecdote may seem spiritual, one last week is yet
another example that I'm just a six-foot-two bad of chemicals.

We had had an absolutely lovely day in Prague, a city largely
spared bombing in World War II. (One thing that was bombed by
allied bombers who thought they were over Dresden: Vinohrady
Synagogue, Prague’s largest. If there is a god, It has a sick sense of
humor, to paraphrase Depeche Mode’s “Blasphemous Rumors.”)

That Prague day is what happiness experts mean when they say
to buy experiences (memories) instead of things. We walked for
miles, up and down hills, seeing some of the most memorable
sights in all of Europe. We held hands or went arm-in-arm. (We
probably looked like a stock photo of a white couple in Europe, if
stock photography ever used older people.) I felt about as close to
Anne as ever.

After we were back at the Airbnb for a bit, my mood started to
go south. I got increasingly both sad and kinda angry. When I finally
stopped to examine my feelings, I could come up with no
explanation. No nausea, no headache, no unrecognized ache or
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pain; my hands were not
troubling me more than
normal. My blackening
spirit entirely
contradicted my
situation.

[ kept thinking about
it, because the disconnect
was so disturbing. I finally
realized that at lunch, I
had only taken the nerve
pain capsule but not the
antidepressant. I popped
one right away.

Yes, I realize that
drugs like Wellbutrin are
not supposed to act on the order of a day. But if it was all in my
mind, so what? What is the goal if not to impact my mind? Our mind
- our consciousness - is all we have! So why do people knock what
might be the placebo effect? As Feldman Barrett writes:

[TThink of the last time you were thirsty and drank a
glass of water. Within seconds after draining the last
drops, you probably felt less thirsty. This event might
seem ordinary, but water actually takes about twenty
minutes to reach your bloodstream. WWater can't
possibly quench your thirst in a few seconds. So what
relieved your thirst? Prediction. As your brain plans and
executes the actions that allow you to drink and
swallow, it simultaneously anticipates the sensory
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consequences of gulping water, causing you to feel less
thirsty long before the water has any direct effect on
your blood. ..

[Ylour brain issues predictions and checks them against
the sense data coming from the world and your bodly.
What happens next still astounds me, even as a
neuroscientist. If your brain has predicted well, then
your neurons are already firing in a pattern that matches
the incoming sense data. That means this sense data
itself has no further use beyond confirming your brain's
predictions. What you see, hear, smell, and taste in the
world and feel in your body in that moment are
completely constructed in your head. By prediction,
your brain has efficiently prepared you to act.

By the next morning, I was feeling sober, neither happy nor sad. I

took another antidepressant and we went out exploring again.

Before lunch, I was back to feeling nearly giddy, appreciative of the

beauty around us and grateful to be healthy and well-off and lucky

enough to experience it with Anne.

(This trip again seems to show Anne is the “Chosen One” -

when we had looked at the forecast for the trip a week before we

flew out, it was supposed to be cold and rainy. It has turned out to

be simply wonderful weather.)

I'm not so sure my experience above was the placebo effect. For

one, [ was not aware I had forgotten to take the pill. For another, I

have had very mixed results with antidepressants; as mentioned,
Prozac made me worse. If it was just the power of suggestion,

wouldn’t they have all worked?
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Who is the “real” Matt? The unhappy and upset person without the
mood-altering drug still in his system? The sober evaluator the
next morning? The not-quite-manic-but-within-spitting-distance
Matt who sat with eyes closed appreciating the amazing sensations
of a walnut strudel in the midst of a wondrous day spent with his
soulmate?

The Catholics (and others) would obviously vote for the no-
drug person. If we suffer, God wants us to suffer. Don’t mess with
God's ways.

But of course there can be no single way, no “real” Matt. When
we eat anything, we alter our chemistry. When we experience
anything, we alter our consciousness. When we fast, when we
exercise, when we drink, when we realize our jaw is wired shut,
when we lie au naturel beneath our eight-and-a-half-months
pregnant wife in Hartwood Acres Park, when we slowly come to in
a pool of blood and realize we can't feel our legs as the firefighters
take the door off to get to our face-shattered and neck-broken
body - everything alters who we are.

The Buddhist idea that the self is an illusion comes in here.
(Instead of plugging Why Buddhism Is True again, here’s a podcast.)
It is an extraordinarily difficult concept to even begin to consider.
Take the examples earlier in this chapter - exactly who is
examining feelings and exploring his thoughts, if not my self?

But even though it totally feels like there is someone running
the show, no one is in control. “Control” is the important point, not
that there is no “self.” While there is someone who experiences the
contents of consciousness — my “self” - there is no one in control of
consciousness. The self exists - the one reading this, the one
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focusing on their breath, the one examining their thoughts, the one
tasting the strudel - but no one is running the show.

Neuroscience backs this up. Seven and a Half Lessons about the

Brain again:

Now here's the final nail in the coffin of common
sense: All this predicting happens backward from the
way we experience it. You and | seem to sense first and
act second. But in your brain, sensing actually comes
second. Your brain is wired to prepare for action first..

Yes, your brain is wired to initiate your actions before
you're aware of them. That is kind of a big deal. After
all, in everyday life, you do many things by choice,
right? At least it seems that way. For example, you
chose to open this book and read these words. But
the brain is a predicting organ. It launches your next
set of actions based on your past experience and
current situation, and it does so outside of your
awareness. In other words, your actions are under the
control of your memory and your environment. Does
this mean you have no free will? Who's responsible
for your actions?

I don’t mean to say that we should act like we don't have free will.
What could that even mean? Natural selection has built a thorough
and compelling illusion of control / free will that gets us through
the day.

But just as being aware of all our cognitive biases can help us be
happier, it is also useful to realize that everyone around us is just
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following their programming. Each one of us is literally the
embodiment of our internal chemical reactions. (Here I'll plug
Danny Kahneman’s Thinking, Fast and Slow here. But be warned,
reading it is quite a commitment. And some of the studies he
references in the book have fallen victim to the great replication
crisis. Michael Lewis’ The Undoing Project — the story of Kahneman
and Tversky - is an easier read that covers much of the same
territory.)

This is not to say that everyone should be allowed to run about
higgledy-piggledy. To have a chance at good outcomes - to give
people the chance to thrive - we need laws and social norms. But
like the Texas tower sniper who left a note asking to have his brain
examined - and he did have a tumor pressing down on his
amygdala, a part of the brain involved in anxiety and the “fight-or-
flight” response - criminals are just doing what their genetics and
environment hath wrought. The spouse who cheats, the thief who
robs, the asshole who cuts you off on the freeway, the best pal who
cuts out your heart for all to see - all just following their
programming.

I'm not saying we have to understand, and I'm definitely not
saying we have to forgive. (Aww hells no.) But we would have less
suffering if we could realize more often that the person who is
smoke-smoke-smoking, or talking loudly in the quiet car, or asking
you to read his egomaniacal memoir - that person is just a bag of
chemicals following programming developed for the African
savannah and not the security line at Frankfurt Airport.
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