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ǶC upvs ef gpsdf! KuǴt sfbmmz vomjlf bozuijoh KǴwf sfbe cfgpsf0Ƿ 

 

ǶUijt jt cz gbs uif usvftu boe nptu ipoftu bvupcjpgraphy  

I have ever read. It is great work and obviously  

wfsz ejggjdvmu boe ibse xpsl0Ƿ 

 

ǶLvtu gpvsuffo qbhft jo boe bmsfbez dbdlmjoh mjlf b izfob po 

nvtisppnt pwfs ifsf0 Oz qpps ofjhicpst0Ƿ 

 

Ƕ\Obuu^ qmbzt xjui rvpuft. tupsjft. boe b xjmz. bu ujnft fwfo terious 

irreverence. Family, religion, consciousness, health, life, reality, 

and everything are given a series of pulsating reflections and 

tubhhfsjoh wvmofsbcjmjujft uibu bsf ibse up qvu epxo0Ƿ 

 

ǶTfbmmz mpwf uijt cppl0 Ku jt ipoftu xjuipvu cfjoh pwfsmz esbmatic. 

Upvdijoh xjuipvu cfjoh upp tbe0 Hvooz boe joufsftujoh0Ƿ 

 

ǶCo vodpowfoujpobm bvupcjphsbqiz xjui  

some thought -qspwpljoh jefbt!Ƿ 

 

ǶRbqjemz beejdujwf0 KǴn ibwjoh b ibse ujnf qvuujoh uif cppl epxo. 

boe K bn op cpplxpsn0Ƿ 

 

ǶK dbo)u cfmjfwf ipx sfbm \uif book] is. It's definitely a nice change 

pg qbdf gspn uif uzqjdbm tuvggz. pwfsmz tfsjpvt nfnpjs0Ƿ 
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 For AMG    

 <Snape*>ĚObviouslyě</ Snape> 

 

 

 

 

Every writer has an ideal reader,  

and it was just my good luck  

that mine wanted to sleep with me.  

ĲMichael 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.   

https://youtu.be/zwyGm2N63KA?t=121
https://youtu.be/zwyGm2N63KA?t=121
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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 canĘt list them all here. Before MattĘs 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 <redacted >. 

(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  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matt_Ball
https://theaccidentalactivist.weebly.com/
https://www.onestepforanimals.org/index.html
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UifsfǴt op tvdi uijog as no regrets  

But baby  

KuǴt bmm sjhiu0 

ĲMary Chapin Carpenter 

 
KuǴt tbe 

So sad 

Xiz dboǴu xf ubml ju pwfsA 

Oh, it seems to me  

Sorry seems to be the hardest word.  

ĲElton John 

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

ĲAnn Leckie 

 
Writing a book is hard!  

You have to go long stretches  

without looking at social media.  

ĲFaith Salie  
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KǴn dipptjoh nz dpogfttjpot 

Like a hurt, lost , and blinded fool, fool.  

Qi op. KǴwf tbje upp nvdi0 

-½ƧFƧ~ƧǎƲuƅƼŜŹōǎ~ȃǎ½ģŬŜōŜƅŹƴ 

 
When you are in the middle of a story  

ju jtoǴu b tupsz bu bmm.  

cvu pomz b dpogvtjpoǼ0  

KuǴt pomz bgufsxbset uibu ju cfdpnft  

anything like a story at all.  

ĲMargaret Atwood,  Alias Grace 

 
When I write something  

I usually think it is very import ant  

and that I am a very fine writer.  

But there is one corner of my mind  

in which I know very well what I am,  

which is a small, a very small writer.  

I swear I know it.  

Dvu uibu epftoǴu nbuufs nvdi up nf0 

ĲNatalia Ginsburg, My Vocation  (Translated by Dick Davis) 
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The next thing I remember  is coming to with my head 

against something hard and cold and wet. I donĘt know 

where I am. There is no noise, only formless light.  

 

I canĘt move and I canĘt feel my legs. It dawns on me:  

 

ĚMaybe IĘm paralyzed.ě  

 

Then I realize my head is in a pool of my own blood.  

 

My soulmate is on the other side of the door.  

 

She doesnĘt know if IĘm alive. 

She will have to save my life.  

She will bring me back again.  
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Anything for Her Laugh  

+ Warnings & Notes  

Xifo KǴn 62 zfbst pmefs.  

xifo KǴn xsjolmfe boe xjtf  

I will trade all my liberty  

for that look in your eyes.  

ĲÇģïƷƼǎĺƅƷǎUģïƷƼĖǎƲThe Tipping Pointƴ 

 
To spare my hands, much of what youĘll read here was spoken into 

my phone. (Huzzah for voice recognition!) This also makes sense 

because I 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 dec ades 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.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yUp-ujO979U&ab_channel=TearsForFearsVEVO
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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: ĚThatĘs what IĘm going for.ě 

ĚOh, no, no, no,ě she replied. ĚYou canĘt say that.ě 

Oh, yes, yes, yes. 

I was born a cranky old man. YouĘve 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, IĘm going to tell you at least some of the context, to let you 

know what is going on as I write. IĘll also share some of my thought 

process. Really, this isnĘt 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 ĕ e.g., many of the animal, philosophy, Worsts, and 

SportsBall! I will note those as they come up.  
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The general arc of the bookĘs narrative ĕ the ĚDaysě ĕ 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, assu me IĘm joking. 

 

There are 47 (not 42) typos ĕ catch them all!  

 

Also ĕ after f ailing to get the interest of any literary agent ĕ yeah, I 

know ĕ another old white guy <snore> ĕ IĘve added links for the 

ebook /  pdf versions. (If you donĘt already, please use AdBlock . Your 

life will be better. ) When IĘm reading, there are often things I donĘt 

know or would like to investigate more. So IĘll make it easy for you 

ĕ just a quick click over to Wikipedia or YouTube or Amazon. WeĘll 

try to make the links subtle enough so they donĘt distract from 

readi ng too much. ( Is this blue subtle enough? ) Links donĘt seem to 

work with a pdf opened in the Kindle app. Sorry.  

And one link is a Rickroll . 

 

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
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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 ĕ 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 ĕ 

Day 29 Concluded and Day 30 ĕ 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?   

 

IĘve wondered that every day IĘve worked on this.  

 

On the other hand:  
 

Kg zpvǴsf opu ufmmjoh b tupsz  

with all the classic ingredients that hold people:  

mpwf. xbs. tfy. dpogmjdu. usbhfezǼ0 

ĲTrish Hall, Writing to Persuade  

 

Well, for better and for worse, IĘve got all those for you.  

 

Here we go.  

https://www.amazon.com/Writing-Persuade-Bring-People-Over-ebook/dp/B07JR2DN9S
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Random Photo #1: Moon and Half Dome, Yosemite.  

A pale imitation of this.  

https://www.anseladams.com/story-of-moon-and-half-dome/
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Day 1: One Love, One Hate  

+ Carl Sagan 

Welcome to your life.  

UifsfǴt op uvsojoh cbdl0 

ĲÇģïƷƼǎĺƅƷǎUģïƷƼĖǎƲEverybody Wants to Rule the Worldƴ 

 
Growing up, I had one great love and 

one great hate.  

For as long as I can remember, I 

loved everything to do with airplanes 

and space. (You might  say that would 

be two loves, but: aero - space.) 

Although I didnĘt 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 ser ved in the 

Pacific during WWII, so he appreciated 

https://www.mattball.org/2020/04/mad-world-best-album.html
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the naval aviation exhibit and quietly tolerated the ten - year-oldĘs 

endless excited explanations on everything from the Wright Flyer 

to the X - 15.  

(This is still a problem today. Anne often walks into my of fice 

and catches me watching Ěplane videosě while IĘm 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 DaggerĘs 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 

seasonĘs first woodsmoke. But even the festivals, with their 

enormous grills  of savory meat, cauldrons of sweet apple butter, 

piles of greasy fried dough (Ěelephant earsě) and flagons of warm 

spiced cider couldnĘt completely suppress the dread of what was 

about to descend.  

At the time, I thought it was just the temperature. I was cold 

from October through April. Anne and EK would later dub me ĚBig 

Frozen Feetě during our winters in Pittsburgh. (IĘm 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 cous in Peter put on 

a knit hat and heavy jacket while we were in shorts and t - shirts. 

Now, though, IĘm just like him.) 

It turns out the problem was more than the cold. It was 

primarily Seasonal Affective Disorder ( SAD) which I wouldnĘt learn 

about until I was an adult. Eventually I found an SSRI anti -

http://www.airvectors.net/avf102.html
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/seasonal-affective-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20364651
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/depression/in-depth/ssris/art-20044825
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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 didnĘt 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. Star ting 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, ĚIf I donĘt see 

the sun today, someone is going to get hurt.ě 

For us, sunshine can be even more powerful than any SSRI. 

When we first escaped PittsburghĘs winter gloom for ArizonaĘs 

brilliance, it was the best high IĘd ever experienced. It was 

shocking, a revelation: We didnĘt have to be depressed all winter 

long! 

However,  I didn Ęt understand the physiology of this as a kid. I 

just felt a fear and loathing of winterĘs coming.  

Of course, I wanted to be an aerospace engineer. My goal was 

to design planes or work on NASAĘs 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 fr om my wretched terrestrial experience. 

This may read like melodramatic nostalgia, but I was once out with 

a girl ĕ a desperately - desired but exceedingly - rare occurrence ĕ 

who was visiting her Ohio relatives across the street. Even then, I 

insisted on cutti ng our time short so I could get back in time to see 

that nightĘs 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
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I talked about Carl Sagan so much that teachers referred to him 

as ĚUncle Carlě ĕ ĚI saw Uncle Carl on Carson last night.ě Much like 

Neil deGras se 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 plan ets, I should go into physics, not 

engineering.  

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmos:_A_Spacetime_Odyssey
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosmos:_A_Spacetime_Odyssey
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However, I wanted to actually help build  something, rather than 

just look at data. IĘm very much an engineer by nature. There is an 

old joke:  
 

A physicist and an engineer are asked to prove that all 

pee ovncfst bsf qsjnf0 Uif qiztjdjtu tbzt. ǶQof jt 

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 

qsjnf0Ƿ Uif fohjoffs tbzt. ǶQof jt qsjnf. uisff jt qsjnf. 

five is prime, seven is prime, nine i s prime, eleven is 

qsjnf. uijsuffo jt qsjnf. bmm pee ovncfst bsf qsjnf0Ƿ 

 

The joke is that we engineers donĘt care about Ěprovingě anything. 

If you ask for a proof, it means we already know it is true. Stop 

wasting time and letĘs 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 couldnĘt be the basis for ethics, because it extends down 

[sic] through many creatures. I wrote back that sentienceĘs 

prevalence couldnĘt be an argument against it, especially since 

sentience was the only thing that made sense. Intelligence couldnĘt 

work, because it varies widely within humans, but our fundament al 

human rights shouldnĘt vary. I donĘt know what he thought about 

https://www.mattball.org/2017/03/a-theory-of-ethics.html
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that, because he died soon after. (Does that mean I won by 

default?)  

From what IĘve 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 1977Ęs Pulitzer- winning The Dragons of Eden, 

Sagan had written:  

 

The cognitive abilities of chimpanzees force us, I think, 

to raise searching questions about the boundaries of the 

comm unity of beings to which special ethical 

considerations are due, and can, I hope, help to extend 

our ethical perspectives downward through the taxa on 

Earth and upwards to extraterrestrial organisms, if they 

exist. 
 

(Just FYI, youĘll 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, ĚDo you wanna get high?ě 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 PresidentĘs Scholarship.  

From then on, I tried to curate my (horrible) high school 

experience to fit the PresidentĘs ScholarshipĘs criteria. This 

involved more than just retaking the SAT when Tech raised the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ann_Druyan
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B004W0HZOS/ref=dp-kindle-redirect
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B004W0HZOS/ref=dp-kindle-redirect
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B004W0I3J4/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi_tkin_p1_i4
https://www.gatech.edu/
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minimum score require d from 1350 (my first score was 1370) to 

1400 (second score: 1410). I also had to show Ěleadership.ě  

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 Ěfriendě pried 

open my locker and dumped milk over all my possessions. He was 

caught and then Ěwantedě (read: Ěwas forcedě) to make amends. In 

order  to  show Georgia Tech their desired Ěleadership ě 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 D erby  car, an inability to swallow pills ĕ these and more 

brought on major meltdowns . When I was 14 or 15, I fell apart in the 

principalĘs office, having been busted for assisting a cheating ring 

in an attempt to be less despised. However,  the locker incide nt 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 Ę hall. This created an entirely new cohort of bullies. One kid 

ran for the President of Student Council with the sl ogan ĚMatt Ball 

out of our hall.ě 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 12th  grade art teacher. Foreshadowing!) One 

petty example: they didnĘt grant me membership in the National 

Honor Society until I was in my cap and gown about to give my 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pinewood_derby
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valedictory address at graduation, and then only because my mom 

had gone ball istic.  

 

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 parentsĘ night 

where they were given the results of our s tandardized tests. My 

mom sat beaming, holding out the sheet with all my 99 th  

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 fitti ng in. He even 

mentioned troubles with teachers.  

Goddamn  was he prophetic.  

As he painted this gloomy picture, momĘs 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. Wh en I started high school, mom 

insisted that I take Biology instead of ĚGeneral Science.ě 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 ĕ 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 



 

15  Ball 

second grade, the nun ĕ who was shorter than me, no joke ĕ 

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. (ĚGeneral Scienceě didnĘt count.) ĚBut this year, weĘre giving 

out a special award to JaneĠ.ě (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. ĚIĘm sure I did as well as she did!ě My whining 

continued until I heard:  

 

Ě...Matt Ball.ě 

 

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 JaneĘs 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 donĘt 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 ė85, 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, ĚYou might as well just stay up here.ě 

(That kinda thing made me exactly  as popular as you would think.)  
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Starting in sixth grade, Shiffler was the only person around who 

was taller than me, teachers included. In the ĚCan you imagine?ě 

column of the grade - school paper, they once asked,  ĚCan you 

imagine Ġ Matt Ball ever looking up to someone?ě To this day, I 

wonder if they intended the double meaning, if they kn ew just how 

right they were about me in that cow - forsaken cowtown.  
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Parentheticals  & Grammar & Memory  

 ǶKg zpv ejeoǴu lopx xibu ju xbt bcpvu. 

xizǴe zpv lffq xsjujohAǷ 

ǶK dpvmeoǴu tupq0Ƿ 

ĲWonder Boys   

(the movie ĄïƼģĘǎƅŹǎ~ŜčŘïģŬǎ7ŘïĄƅŹƵƼǎnovel) 

 
Much of my life has been spent writing and editing to official style 

guides and conventions. However, the bottom line shouldnĘt 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:  

 IĘve 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, IĘm 

https://youtu.be/BrVl1hWrWBs?t=93
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wonder_Boys_(film)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wonder_Boys
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leaving parentheticals in the text. There will be plenty, because 

thatĘs how it goes. Recounting a life doesnĘt happen linearly. 

 

YouĘll notice that IĘm also breaking other rules. Like complete 

sentences. We donĘt always talk in complete sentences, so why 

must we when we write? I want this to read as though IĘm talking 

with you, not t o pass muster with The WorldĘs Best Editor. 

Another example: when there is an adverb modifying an 

adjective ĕ e.g., tightly - tuned, fantastically - funny, incredibly -

insightful, hunkily - handsome, amazingly - alliterative ĕ I hyphenate 

them, even though Anne com plains. But the words read together to 

modify the next word!   

Also: No need for a comma after a parenthetical ĕ the 

parenthetical creates the necessary pause for the reader.  

IĘm not repeating the song title if it is already in the quoted 

lyrics. The repeti tion looks silly.  

Microsoft Word (where IĘm laying this out) doesnĘt have good 

hyphenation or tracking and kerning  controls (sorry) so the text 

isnĘt fully justified. But white space is a readerĘs friend. Seriously ĕ if 

you were to design a book from scratch, would it look like a book 

from hundreds of years ago? No! LetĘs stop doing things just 

because thatĘs how theyĘve been done before. 

 

IĘm creating this for you, not a designer or editor or professor. I 

want you to experience reading it as I did writing it ĕ as me talking 

with you, sometimes happy, sometimes sad, sometimes pissed off.  

And with digressions. Many, many digressions.  

 

https://iamsteve.me/blog/how-to-use-kerning-tracking
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Finally:  

Uif bvuips epftoǴu ibwf uif fofshz  

or, more im portantly, 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 

tvcmjnbufe obssbujwf xbzǼ0 

ĲDave Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Geniu s 

 

Everything here is true to the best of my memory. I would testify to 

it under oath in court, ĚSo help me Dog.ě Yet of course memory is 

incredibly fragile and fallible . Every time we recall a memory, we 

rewrite  it.  

IĘve 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 her o, 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 I remember.  

 

Well, except not to tell you anything. But whereĘs the fun in that? 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Heartbreaking_Work_of_Staggering_Genius
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Heartbreaking_Work_of_Staggering_Genius
https://www.pushkin.fm/podcasts/revisionist-history/free-brian-williams
https://www.pushkin.fm/podcasts/revisionist-history/free-brian-williams
https://www.cbc.ca/natureofthings/features/we-change-our-memories-each-time-we-recall-them-but-that-doesnt-mean-were-l
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Yellowstone Falls and part of Yellowstone Canyon.   
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Day 1 Continued: Up Shit Creek  

GET OUT! 

ǱSister Rita 

 
Before I we nt to Kent State University in 19 85, the only smart 

person I ever knew was Paul. (There are two Pauls in this book ĕ 

three if you count McCartney ĕ plus four Marys, two Brians, two 

Carolines, two Kens, two Aarons, two Lovetts, and many variations 

of ĚAnne.ě)  

Paul the First was in my firs t - 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 wouldnĘt let them 

do that to me; at the time, however, I assumed I wasnĘt 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: ĚSay something nice about Matt.ě Most wrote Ěyou 

tallě or Ěyour tall.ě  
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 In Tiffin, I went to St. JoeĘs 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 didnĘt really think much 

about it when I first 

competed in seventh grade. 

But a few days late r, while I 

was shooting hoops on the 

playground, Sister Rita came 

struggling across the 

blacktop (she wasnĘt 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 IĘd 

ever seen anyone. She also enjoyed the awards banquet far more 

than I did, given that no one from St. JoeĘs had ever even placed 

before. (In a photo from the banquet, my dadĘs tie is hilariously 

short.)  

At the competition the next year, I 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 Ġ distracted Ġ 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, ĚI feel like I did better last year,ě she deflated. But I won again. 
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Note: 15.1% unemployment! 

 

Winning didnĘt keep me in Sister RitaĘs good graces, though. One 

time I yawned in class ĕ I almost never slept well ĕ and she 

screamed at me, ĚIf youĘre bored, get out!ě I looked around, truly 

bewildered. Yelling even more loudly than she had after I won t he 

math competition, she bellowed, ĚIf youĘre bored, get out!ě Now I 

realized she was talking to me but  was paralyzed.  

ĚGET OUT!ě  

I had no idea what to do. After another moment, I stood up, left 

the classroom, and went to the boysĘ bathroom. In a few minutes, 

John came down to get me: ĚYouĘre up shit creek, man.ě 

While school sucked, itĘs not like things were awesome at home. 

For example: After what felt like many failures (only two, though ĕ 

time is different to a kid) I finally won the Pinewood Derby ĕ where 

Cub Scouts build and race little cars. Those winning wheels were 

modeled after a 1958 Formula 1 race car (the previous yearĘs had 

been a rocket). In the victorious photo, IĘm in my uniform and hat ĕ 

I almost always wore a hat ĕ holding the red - and- yellow car and 

first - place medal.  
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Back home in a celebratory 

mood ĕ this was definitely better 

than winning a math competition 

ĕ I was horsing around with my 

younger brother. We accidentally 

knocked a plastic bottle of 

JohnsonĘs Baby Shampoo into the 

tub. M om erupted, shrieking at 

us to GET OUT! and go to the 

Villa ĕ 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 didnĘt have anything on his feet, so I gave him my 

slippers. My recollection also includes snow, but I wouldnĘt 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 ca lled 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 isnĘt a Ěcheck out how my dysfunctional 

family ruined meě book, so letĘs stop there. IĘll also skip the shitty 

slave- labor jobs that fueled my horrible relationship with money...  
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Ġexcept the one when I was fifteen (so young that I could be 

paid less than minimum wage) in an unventilated f actory where the 

paint and solvent fumes were terrible. Add that to growing up 

during Peak Lead ĕ leaded gasoline, leaded paint ĕ and itĘs 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 wasnĘt supportive 

when I sto pped eating animals. (Because she wasnĘt, 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!  

IĘm still angry about several things (OK, more than several) but 

mostly about what happened last year, in July 2021. IĘve let most of 

the rest go to at least some extent, although not with forgiveness. 

As youĘll see. 

 

https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2118631119
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Day 1 Concluded:  

The Tyranny of  Money  

Push the button.  

ĲThe Chemical Brothers 

 
After Paul the First, I didnĘt meet any other smart kids my age until 

1985. ThatĘs when I discovered many colleges ru n summ er 

programs for kids they want  to recrui t. 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, ĚOh, I need a letter from you 

ĕ IĘve been invited to Harvard.ě When I walked back, he was still 

stunned and could only say one word: ĚHarvard?ě 

IĘm pretty sure life would have been significantly different if I 

hadnĘt turned down Harvard. But their program cost a bit of 

money, whi le 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 wasnĘt 

https://youtu.be/_MqKnxARezk
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because I viewed money as an end in itself. Rather, I saw money as 

freedom.  

One thing I realize d as a kid was that the true golden rule is: 

Those who have the gold make the rules. Even then, I didnĘt want 

to be ruled. I wanted to be free, free of all these people. Nearly 

everyone wants something, and ĕ maybe intentionally, maybe 

subconsciously ĕ 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 wouldnĘt ĕ 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, ĚNo. 

No, you donĘt.ě  

 

 
 

https://www.peta.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alex_Pacheco_(activist)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alex_Pacheco_(activist)
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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 parishĘs bulletin (not our 

parish ĕ St. JoeĘs certainly wouldnĘt have allowed that) with a lovely 

introduction and a funny note at the end of the first half: ĚWhat a 

cliffhanger!ě  

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, ĚBally, someday youĘll have to tell me what that was 

about.ě  
 

 
 

The school administrators were just relieved. That year, they 

changed the rules so that the valedictorian  had to submit thei r  

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 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concorde
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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 w ould 

finally have my revenge.  

But they had me boxed in, and I wasnĘt brave enough to pull a 

bait - and- switch. So instead, I basically stole Chapter 13 of Uncle 

CarlĘs Cosmos, ĚWho Speaks for Earth? ě A quick Googling finds this 

summary : 

 
A climactic wrap -up where Carl Sagan summarizes both 

the nightmarish behavior of our species and the 

qpttjcmf bmufsobujwft up uibu cfibwjps0 Uijt fqjtpef jt Ƕb 

qsphoptjt gps GbsuiǷ uibu xfjhit ivnbojuzǴt tvddfttft 

and failures. The episode opens by juxtapo sing the 

actions of respectful European traders in Alaska with 

those of the conquistadors, and goes from there to a 

xsfodijoh eftdsjqujpo pg b esfbn pg %bhboǴt0 Ko uibu 

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 sto ry about the end of the world. [Nice, huh?]  I wrote 

mine with two alternating plots. The first started with current 

world events followed by fi ctionalized events leading to DEFCON 1, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3QgIQzDqXmo&ab_channel=InspirationJourney
https://www.tor.com/2013/02/08/exploring-carl-sagans-cosmos-episode-13-qwho-speaks-for-earthq/
https://www.tor.com/2013/02/08/exploring-carl-sagans-cosmos-episode-13-qwho-speaks-for-earthq/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/DEFCON
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with the President getting out ĚThe Button .ě The second plot 

followed events in my life that eventuall y drove me to get out one 

of my fatherĘs guns. The last chapter was simply: ĚHe pushed. I 

pulled.ě  

I got an ĚAě on the assignment and totally freaked out my 

teacher. ) 

 

Graduation was my first, utterly nerve - wracking public speech. At 

one point I lost my p lace and almost panicked. Early on, I threw in 

one of Douglas AdamsĘ jokes from The Hitchhiker's Guide to the 

Galaxy : 

 
This planet has Ǳ or rather had Ǳ 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 sma ll green 

pieces of paper, which was odd because on the whole it 

xbtoǴu uif tnbmm hsffo qjfdft pg qbqfs uibu xfsf 

unhappy.  

 

This joke ĕ a Douglas- Freaking- Adams joke ĕ got zero response. 

And that isnĘt just my recollection ĕ IĘve 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 sheĘs going to write back 

that I left her and ran off with a priest.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nuclear_button
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Douglas_Adams
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Hitchhiker%27s_Guide_to_the_Galaxy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Hitchhiker%27s_Guide_to_the_Galaxy


 

Losing My Religions  32 

 

 

Germany foreshadowi ng   
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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.  

ĲEpicurus 

 
I sent my pal NASA Brian the bookĘs initial working title and first 

chapter. He wrote back: ĚI hope you donĘt rush through growing 

up. YouĘve shared so many helpful stories with me of that period 

and it would be nice to read the long version.ě 

Hopefully helpful, but not Ěnice.ě Sorry. 

 

In all the time IĘve been conscious, my dad has had one good friend. 

Harold was a fellow pharmacist who would occasionally come over 

to Toled o from Cleveland for a few days, where h e would sleep on 

the pull - out sofa bed in the family room.  

When Harold was ther e, 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 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epicurus
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than momĘs ĚGET OUT!ě I had failed to unload the dishwasher the 

night before, and the next morning Harold said, ĚIĘm very 

disappointed in you.ě 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 nig ht in ė79, 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 hadnĘt internalized it until 

then. That evening, though, it 

was like peering into the abyss. If 

Harold was going t o 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.  
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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 ĚHarold is no more.ě  

I remember weeping, but also that everything was colorless, 

dark, and blurry. At the funeral, I didnĘt feel like crying ĕ I felt all 

cried out ĕ but did when everyone else did. At some level, I 

thought, ĚThis is weird.ě It was my first conscious experience of 

emotional contagion .  

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

BrianĘs Song.  

 

<spoilers>   

Based on a true story, this 1971 ABC ĚMovie of the Weekě: 

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 

Willi ams). 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 donĘt remember 

what he said, but we started crying, too. It was the only time I ever 

https://positivepsychology.com/emotional-contagion/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian%27s_Song
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saw him cry ĕ he hadnĘt cried when we got the Ěno moreě news, nor 

at HaroldĘs funeral. He hasnĘt 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 

Ě-ski,ě but he didn't get upset when six- year- old Matt unknowingly 

told a Polis h 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.  

EdĘs fortunes were the inverse of his kindness. For instance: in a 

short amount of t ime, 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 severel y injured in a horrific 

freak  car accident. Ed persisted, as kind and giving as ever.  

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/theodore-roosevelts-wife-and-mother-die
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He would tell a joke: ĚThey told me ėCheer up! Things could be 

worse!Ę So I cheered up and things got worse.ě  

That would be my 2014 and 2021. 
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More random: Saguaro cactus arm    

https://www.nps.gov/sagu/index.htm
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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  

Dvu bqqbsfoumz opx uifsfǴt tpnf dpnqmjdbujpot 

ĲÇŘģǎBģčģŵĄģƷŜƼǐƼĖǎƲThe Sporting Lifeƴ 

 
I had another basketball dream last night. For every seven or so 

dreams I remember, one will be about basketball. You would think 

this wouldnĘt happen, since IĘve not actually played a game since 

1985. The mind is a strange thing.  

When I started this book, I didnĘt think IĘd write about 

basketball, as it isnĘt interesting, important, or funny.  

 

So instead: Baseball! 

 

As if to karmically balance my intell ectual 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 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=88sbbIX07Qg&ab_channel=KillRockStars
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bunch of guys who Ěcudda played pro ball.ě 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 I 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.)  

I tried to play baseball, but I suuuuuucked. This isnĘt false 

modesty. (IĘm writing a book about myself ĕ 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 (weĘre 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 smi ling on my left.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tube_man
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There were only two highlights from my hundreds of horrible 

hours on the baseball diamond. Once ĕ and only once ĕ I made a 

catch in the outfield. Virgil would describe this for years as though 

I was Willie Mays in the  Ę54 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, 

ĚI can hit this guy!ě Then I rapped a shot right over the third- base 

bag. Surprisingly, I didnĘt 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 o n second for the rest of the inning, 

cheering encouragement to my teammates at bat: ĚCĘmon! Even I 

can hit this guy!ě But I was left stranded. <sniff> 

No one ever looked at me and thought ĚSports Star!ě But I was 

always tall and always asked if I played ba sketball. I started in fifth 

grade while still in Toledo. I was ĕ you guessed it ĕ 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 ĕ 

I desperately wanted someone to finish the wind sprints behind 

me.  

Although I w ould block the occasional shot ĕ I was a head taller 

than some of these kids ĕ 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 ĕ usually a big mistake  ĕ 

at the  top right of the key. I pivoted and shot Ġ and it went in, all 

net. The next time we had the ball, the exact same thing!  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7bLt2xKaNH0&ab_channel=MLBVault
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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, ĚYou should have seen it! It was 

amazing!ě 

I honestly donĘt 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 diagno sed with the back 

deformity scoliosis . (In both planes! Thanks, Intelligent Design!) I 

was worried that this would interfere with basketball, but even 

wit h 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. JoeĘs hired a new coach for seventh and eighth 

grade boysĘ basketball. Ferretti (who I always knew as ĚFreddyě ĕ 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 I 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 I was 

around them a lot ĕ 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 ĕ although not t o the same 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/scoliosis/symptoms-causes/syc-20350716
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extent as my brother  ĕ and Ěhumorě 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 

Ěgoodě 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 ĕ number of rebounds ĕ 

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 ĚOne 

https://www.rookieroad.com/basketball/coaching/press/
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shot!ě 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, hadnĘt 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 

with out even jumping. (Which was good, because I couldnĘt and 

still canĘt jump. I could never dunk more than a softball, and that 

was only once.)  

We didnĘt 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 Ęs 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 examp le, 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 w as no nerd 

community in Tiffin ĕ before the internet ĕ 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 wasnĘt 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 ĕ its abuse continues to this day. IĘm 

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, s o 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 wonĘt tell you 

about that  one. Sorry.)  

Mr. B, the high schoolĘs varsity basketball coach, had noticed 

the talent in my grade and was salivating at the prospect of actually 

having some success. (I didnĘt recognize it  at the time, but Mr. B 

was clearly tired of being in the football coachĘs 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 ĕ they deliberately cropped 

off my feet to hide that IĘm only two inches off the ground.) You 

can also see me on page 76, along wi th Caroline the First, who 

would be Salutatorian, in the row below. On page 81, you can see 

Cathy, who was on the womenĘs varsity team. I had a crush on her, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jimmy_Oliver
http://www.bit.ly/3w6Dzyr
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so I would often ask if she wanted to practice together. It was the 

closest I 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. I watched in despair as the rebound sailed over my 

outstretched fingersĠ  

And right into AaronĘs 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, I wondered if this 

was what high school basketball was going to be like.  

It wasnĘt. 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: h eading to the 

locker room at ha lftime during another blowout, I asked him what 

he would say in the other coachĘs position. He replied without 

hesitation: ĚI wouldnĘt ever be in that position.ě  

He also told me that while Aaron, Pete, Nick, Cass, and I 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 ĕ the player I most 

revered ĕ had said, ĚFive guys on the court working together can 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kareem_Abdul-Jabbar
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achieve more than five talented individuals who come and go as 

individuals.ě 

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 Ě18 points in 1:26ě game.) 

It didnĘt 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 a nything 

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 tim e, 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, I 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 

Ěeighteen points in less than ninety secondsě story. Then Coach 

Bud told that story right before me, adding, ĚIt was the most 

amazing thing IĘve ever seen.ě 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 ĕ I made the finals three of five days, 

even more than Lebo. And that ĕ ta- da! ĕ is the most useless fact in 

this entire book.  

Not as useless: they taught us  ĚPractice doesnĘt make perfect. 

Perfect practice makes perfect.ě Just dinkinĘ around with a 

basketball isnĘt going to make you any better ĕ 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 ki ds. (I honestly 

donĘt 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 ĚThe Doctor,ě saying it real smooth: ĚThe 

Dahhhk -tahhh!ě Unfortunately, it wasnĘt 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 offspri ng of a 

pharmacist and a hypochondriac.) (Illicit drugs come later.)  

An example of how sheltered we were: Mr. B drove us through 

South Philly ĕ he had gone to school at Temple ĕ which was our 

first experience of an inner city. Tom, who would soon shoot pas t 

https://www.visitphilly.com/articles/philadelphia/top-10-spots-for-authentic-philly-cheesesteaks/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeff_Lebo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julius_Erving
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me in height and become the starting Varsity center, literally 

cowered in the middle of the van.  

 

 
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 ĕ including many humiliating 

hours in the weight room ĕ I was not improving , while everyone 

else was getting stronger and taller. For the last time ever, I 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 ĕ Jim and I were pretty much the only ones who 

scored for Calvert ĕ 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 Ěiceě me ĕ 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, ĚNo sweat, I got this.ě  

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 t he other 

four and said, ĚOK, after Matt makes the shots, I want you Ġě 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.  

 

 
 

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 

https://www.rookieroad.com/basketball/strategy/ice-a-player/
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with the star of the girlsĘ varsity squad. (She was easily the best 

basketball playe r 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 wasnĘt 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, 

ĚMatt, I need to put you back in. But you canĘt foul out. Do you 

understand me?ě I nodded and he turned to look me dead in the 

eye. ĚDo you understand?ě I firmly told him Yes.  

I went in when we had the ball. After we scored (or not, I 

honestly donĘt remember) we went back down the court and I ĕ say 

it with me ĕ 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 Ělocker room motivationě guy. 

After the first half of an embar rassing game, he exhorted us in part 

by hollering, ĚI know we only use ten percent of our brain. Bally 

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

At the downbeat banquet, I got the academic award and never 

played basketball again. M r. 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 .) 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/do-we-really-use-only-10/
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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 bo ysĘ 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, ĚMaybe you should just walk along.ě  

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 Eas t was right along Oakmont 

Country ClubĘs third hole. That is where Tiger gave the 2007 U.S. 

Open to Angel Cabrera by airmailing the third green on Sunday. 

(Winning didnĘt 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!)  

IĘve not played golf since we moved to Tucson, as it is quite 

expensive here and , more importantly,  you canĘt just go and hack 

away alone. Also, my degenerative osteoarthritis isnĘt super 

conduciv e to golf. So now , in addition to  Tae- Bo, I walk, hike, and 

sometim es jog with Anne. It is lovely.  

https://www.oakmontcc.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2007_U.S._Open_(golf)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2007_U.S._Open_(golf)
https://sports.yahoo.com/how-a-masters-champion-ended-up-in-an-argentine-prison-angel-cabrera-195801728.html
https://www.taebonation.com/
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PS: As Steve Jobs would say: ĚOne more thing.ě I know this chapter 
is already way, way too long (sorry) but thi s story just occurred to 

me:  

After my JV season ended, the varsity team didnĘt have a full 12 

to take to the tournament. Mr. B told me IĘd move up for at least 

the first game. But the day before, I got really sick, so Jeff took my 

spot. Brian and I listen ed to the game on the radio. It wasnĘt close, 

so Mr. B started putting in the younger guys. Then we he ard: ĚAnd 

coming in for T im is Matt Ball.ě Brian and I looked at each other, 

mouths agape. We then figured out they hadnĘt changed the 

program, and Jeff w as wearing the jersey that had been set aside 

for me.  

ĚMatt Ballě 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  

Uibu KǴwf 

Beeo upmeǼ 

ĲTears ĺƅƷǎUģïƷƼĖǎƲThe Working Hourƴ 

 
1. Ask people about themselves.  

   Only answer questions.  

Except maybe our kids, we are each our o wn 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 IĘve 

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.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eroNADQ_mL8&list=RDMMeroNADQ_mL8&start_radio=1&ab_channel=TearsforFears-Topic
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Very few people are truly present in a conversation. As Trish 

Hall no tes in Writing to Persuade : ĚSometimes people appear to be 

listening, but they are just trying to figure out where to jump in.ě 

One way around this is to never re spond 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 Technol ogy Policy Institute. Paul met 

EK for dinn er and gave them this advice:  
 

Ku jtoǴu xibu zpv say to an interviewer,  

it is how you make the in terviewer feel. 

 

This, of course, sucks, as it just perpetuates the entrenched power 

structure ĕ upper - middle - class white dudes hire more of the same. 

But it is important to know how the game is played, especially 

when youĘre coming in as the only vegan being interviewed.  

EK did get the job, which led to beating a Republican in the 

White HouseĘs bowling alley. (Yay!) But also meant shaking Newt 

GingrichĘs hand. <shudder> 

 

40 Cmxbzt btl. ǶXibu jt uif bmufsobujwfAǷ  

Something might seem good ĕ e.g., Pad See Ew ĕ but there might 

be something better ĕ green curry. (Or vice versa!) Something 

might seem bad ĕ e.g., voting for and working for Hillary. But the 

alternative ĕ millions of women losing the right to basic bodily 

https://www.amazon.com/Writing-Persuade-Bring-People-Over-ebook/dp/B07JR2DN9S
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autonomy ĕ is far, far worse. (Yes, IĘm still bitter. And Hillary is 

great! ) 

 

50 Uijoht xpoǴu bmxbzt cf uijt xbz0  

From your depth of despair to your most orgasmic high, things will  

change. I know this wonĘt always seem possible, especially in the 

bad times. But things do change. No one goes through life in the 

same mental state.  

 This isnĘt to say that it isnĘt hard, often frustrating work to get 

out of a bad mental state. I really do understand. YouĘll see.  
 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GGm0FQ6i74U&ab_channel=Vox
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GGm0FQ6i74U&ab_channel=Vox
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 Day 2: Bullet in a Bible  

Tin soldiers and Nixon's coming  

This summer I hear the drumming  

Four dead in Ohio 

ĲCrosby, 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 hadnĘt known the 

reason priests werenĘt allowed to marry. (So they had no legitimate 

heirs w ho 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 oneĘs seed was Ěmurder,ě just like Mifepristone  today .) 

Unfortunately, the latter stricture had been well and fully 

beaten into my head for seventeen years, causing me ĕ and 

countless others ĕ unnecessary suffering. But the ChurchĘs 

prohibition on contraception  has caused so much hardship and 

misery that it is impossible to fathom. (ĚUntold numbers of women 

and children have died, will die and are dying right now as a direct 

consequence of Humanae Vitae .ě) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JCS-g3HwXdc&ab_channel=HardRainProductions
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/learn/abortion/the-abortion-pill
https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/view.cfm?recnum=7618
https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/grace-margins/humanae-vitaes-ban-contraception-causes-suffering
https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/grace-margins/humanae-vitaes-ban-contraception-causes-suffering
https://www.ncronline.org/news/opinion/grace-margins/humanae-vitaes-ban-contraception-causes-suffering
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(And of course , all the child abuse. In short, the Catholic Church 

is a criminal enterprise . Google ĚNSFW Priest jokes.ě Example: Two 

priests are driving one day and get waved over at a traffic stop. A 

cop approaches the priestsĘ vehicle and says to the driver, ĚSorry to 

pull you over, Father, but weĘre looking for a couple of child 

molesters.ě The two priests share some private words, t hen the 

driver turns back to the cop and says: ĚAlright officer, we'll do it!ě) 

Going to Kent State the summer of ė85 also pushed me further 

down the road of freethinking. It was the first time I wasnĘt 

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 KentĘs 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, weĘve 

watched, for example, Officer Derek Chauvin slowly, almost 

https://www.mattball.org/2022/06/the-catholic-church-is-criminal.html
https://www.mattball.org/2022/06/the-catholic-church-is-criminal.html
https://worstjokesever.com/priest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kent_State_shootings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kent_State_shootings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kent_State_shootings
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kent_State_shootings
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casually take George FloydĘs life while others looked on, including 

someone filming the murder.  

But in 1985, I wasnĘt 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 doesnĘt matter that they are false, just 

use them anyway! A selection: Ěbetray, cheat, corrupt, disgrace, 

failure, greed,  hypocrisy, incompetent, insecure.ě This marked the 

final break from politics as a competition of ideas. Because of Newt, 

politics fully became war. For more, please read Ezra KleinĘs Why 

WeĘre 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. An d I would try new, 

embarrassing - in-retrospect things which IĘd rather not talk about.  

https://www.texastribune.org/series/uvalde-texas-school-shooting/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/11/newt-gingrich-says-youre-welcome/570832/
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/11/newt-gingrich-says-youre-welcome/570832/
https://www.amazon.com/Why-Were-Polarized-Ezra-Klein-ebook/dp/B07TRNVTZQ/ref=sr_1_3?gclid=Cj0KCQjwuuKXBhCRARIsAC-gM0hzvkci1hvIc9bMWsTcc3eJsif84WAzMHT064L54nl3AL_Ni_wlJywaAsrNEALw_wcB&hvadid=413620392182&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9051703&hvnetw=g&hvqmt=b&hvrand=15990194009173577903&hvtargid=kwd-867141997345&hydadcr=29016_10192981&keywords=why+we+re+polarized+ezra+klein&qid=1660515246&sr=8-3
https://www.amazon.com/Why-Were-Polarized-Ezra-Klein-ebook/dp/B07TRNVTZQ/ref=sr_1_3?gclid=Cj0KCQjwuuKXBhCRARIsAC-gM0hzvkci1hvIc9bMWsTcc3eJsif84WAzMHT064L54nl3AL_Ni_wlJywaAsrNEALw_wcB&hvadid=413620392182&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9051703&hvnetw=g&hvqmt=b&hvrand=15990194009173577903&hvtargid=kwd-867141997345&hydadcr=29016_10192981&keywords=why+we+re+polarized+ezra+klein&qid=1660515246&sr=8-3
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Seeing the clean hole left by a bullet aimed at kids just like me ĕ 

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

 

 
The Kent State crew. Dan is third fro m left.  

Your dashing narrator is lower right  in his Carl-Sagan corduroy jacket .  

https://www.instagram.com/p/Bn_4moOnIjs/
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 Day 2 Concluded: Zero to Sixty  

Sex and drugs and rock and roll  

Are very good indeed  

ĲIan 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.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rJjM9lr8nys&ab_channel=DanBmwMan373
https://www.heidelberg.edu/
https://www.heidelberg.edu/
https://www.germany.travel/en/cities-culture/heidelberg.html
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Gretchen was a sophomore at the aforementioned Bowling 

Green State. She lived with h er mom in a big farmhouse about an 

hour away from Tiffin, a route my Chevy Citation soon knew well. 

In one of those Ěsmall worldě moments, her father and uncle had 

attended St. Francis High School in Toledo with my dad. Dad 

described her uncle as Ěthe Matt Ball of the school. But this wasnĘt 

Calvert ĕ this was ToledoĘs premier all-boys school.ě (That is: 

GretchenĘs 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 eig hth -

grade fling with our future 

salutatorian ĕ furtive fondling 

and clumsy kissing in stairwells 

and abandoned classrooms, 

including at Bowling Green 

State. (And the bandroom, to complete the nerd cliché ĕ although 

you wonĘt 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 ĚYou have sexy legsě 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 couldnĘt 

get somewhere with a modicum of privacy, and didnĘt talk much 

when we could. My Catholic programming was pretty quickly 

https://wyntonmarsalis.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bugs_Bunny
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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 WyntonĘs Black Codes from the Undergroun d. (Hey, cut 

me some slack ĕ I 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 th at I couldnĘt 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 couldnĘt 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 ĕ 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 I was gay. 

(Reminder this was the mid -80Ęs, at the start of AIDS, in 

conservative rural Ohio.) I was told much later that the priest was 

sympathetic but reassur ing, telling her during another of their 

conversations, ĚMatt wants answers to questions the rest of us 

donĘt even know exist.ě 

But in the fall of ė85, there was only one thing I wanted. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XTx3mNhgqqU&ab_channel=MyKindOfMusic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wb0c1b4KXVo&ab_channel=AreaEightyNine
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GretchenĘs mom also came to regret her matchmaking, 

commenting disap provingly to Gretchen about how Ěsexually 

activeě she was relative to their dog . (I am not making this up.) What 

to say to that other than ĚMother!ě 

As if to prove neither of us had a fully - functioning prefrontal 

cortex, Gretchen and I also took Ěartisticě 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 ĕ Gretchen 

also released my block on free soloing.) My drugs come later. 

HereĘs the rock- and- roll, with peripheral drugs:  

At family dinner one night in early ė86, with my brother on my 

left, I turned to my sister on my right and made a dig about how 

our brotherĘs 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.  

 

WhoĘs crooked now? 

 

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

Once the swelling had g one down, the break required surgery, 

my first time under general anesthesia. Coming out, I had 

something like sleep paralysis ĕ my mind was awake, but I couldnĘt 

move my very nauseous body. It was exceedingly disturbing. I was 

starting to panic when bodil y control very slowly started to come 

around.  

(This was not the first time IĘd been in the hospital, just the first 

time I remember. I almost died from scarlet fever when I was four ĕ 
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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 ĚDonĘt you forget 

about me,ě from the magnificent movie The Breakfast Club. If you 

havenĘt 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 (ĚThe Walls Came Down ě) opened and were 

surprisingly good. (Most opening acts IĘve seen have been terrible.) 

They would later record ĚLet the Day Begin ,ě the unofficial anthem 

for Al GoreĘs 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: ĚItĘs weed!ě  

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 Ěagainst the rules.ě For 

example, I didnĘt drink at all. (IĘve made up for it since.) 

But others sure drank, there being nothing else to do there in 

Hicksville. Julie, one of our classĘs tennis- playing identical twins, 

asked me to senior prom, supposedly b ecause her college art -

student boyfriend couldnĘt 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, ĚBally, thereĘs 

something I always wanted to do ĕ offer you a beer.ě 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.    

https://www.simpleminds.com/
https://www.simpleminds.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CdqoNKCCt7A&ab_channel=SimpleMindsVEVO
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CdqoNKCCt7A&ab_channel=SimpleMindsVEVO
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0088847/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0085244/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0085244/?ref_=fn_al_tt_1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Call_(band)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_kX8lqXAONg&ab_channel=dodgybizkit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=to2KasivROc&ab_channel=jobuneedsarefill01
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 XibuǴt Fjdl Ipu up Fp xjui KuA 

I wanna get with you  

Only you, only you. 

And your sister  

I uijol ifs obnfǴt Ffcsb0 

ĲBeck 

 
That Beck song cracks me up every time  I 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, ĚI love you.ě 

YouĘre probably thinking: ĚYou were 17. You knew nothing about 

love.ě But I did  know  everything I needed to know, at least from 

natural selectionĘs 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 

https://www.mattball.org/2021/10/laughter.html
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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 ĕ and I mean everything  ĕ 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 o ff 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 wouldnĘt be nearly as smart or good 

looking as you.)  

 

Ignore bil lions 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: weĘre 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, 

IĘll wait. 

 

https://www.discovermagazine.com/planet-earth/1-in-200-men-direct-descendants-of-genghis-khan
https://www.discovermagazine.com/planet-earth/1-in-200-men-direct-descendants-of-genghis-khan
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ĚKHAAAAAAAAAAN!ě  

 

Khan left his legacy via methods we donĘt particularly admire today. 

(Except Supreme Court Ějustice ě Sam Alito, given his love  of 

marital - rape- defending Matthew Hale.) But for generations, many 

of our great ^ n-grandparentsĘ successful couplings were not the 

result of the man  fighting his way to alpha status and Ěowningě the 

woman. Rather, most of our recent a ncestors convinced their mate 

to get with them ĕ 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, onl y you, only you? 

According to one hypothesis , self- awareness evolved so we 

could understand and thus manipulate others. At so me 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 would nĘt 

do so well.  Thus, bullshit detectors evolved, creating an impasse. 

 

What to do, what to do?  

 

LetĘs go back a ways to take Catholicism and other recent societal 

norms out of the picture. Paleolithic Matt is introduced to 

Paleolithic Gretchen. (Dropping ĚPaleolithicě from here, but keep 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wRnSnfiUI54&ab_channel=Pringlesman
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wRnSnfiUI54&ab_channel=Pringlesman
https://www.mattball.org/2022/06/not-about-life-not-about-responsibility.html
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg23931940-100-the-me-illusion-how-your-brain-conjures-up-your-sense-of-self/
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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 ĕ being able to get with a mate but not be 

taken advantage  of. Because reproduction is vastly more costly ĕ 

and risky!  ĕ for the female of our species, Gretche nĘs and MattĘs 

motivations and incentives differ. (Again, IĘm 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 GretchenĘs 

precious few eggs. (HeĘs not consciously thinking of fertilization, of 

course. HeĘs only motivated to copulate.) 

On GretchenĘs end, she wants to get as much from a potential 

mate as possible ĕ 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 heĘs not the only suitor around, although he is, by 

far, the tallest and smartest. What can he do to convince Gretc hen 

to get with him ? He could promise thing s ĕ a big hut, plentiful 

rabbit meat , warm pelts. But Gretchen doesnĘt have to believe his 

promises. HeĘs not some stranger from 60 miles away. She knows 

his prospects  ĕ 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.  

https://slate.com/technology/2013/09/death-in-childbirth-doctors-increased-maternal-mortality-in-the-20th-century-are-midwives-better.html
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There is a better way Matt can convince Gretchen that he truly 

loves her, that he will devote himself to Ěonly you, only you.ě  

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

 

This is why people who sneer, ĚHeĘs just being led around by his 

dick,ě arenĘt quite right.  

 

HeĘs 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, ĚI loved her, but we grew  apartě and/or Ěshe 

changed,ě he truly and sincerely believes it. She did change ĕ she 

approached (or hit) menopause.  

This is also why, when Woody Allen runs off  with one of his 

adopted daughters and says, ĚThe heart wants what it wants,ě he 

means it, even wh ile the rest of us think, ĚEwww .ě 

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 didnĘt 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 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MJEAGd1bQuc&ab_channel=SaturdayNightLive
https://www.salon.com/2015/07/30/a_history_of_woody_allen_and_soon_yi_previn_describing_their_relationship_from_the_heart_wants_what_it_wants_to_i_was_paternal/
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/learn/birth-control/birth-control-pill
https://www.plannedparenthood.org/learn/birth-control/birth-control-pill
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love sex, but t here are other things to life!) I wanted to keep the 

party going, and my genes would have me say ĕ truly believe ĕ 

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, IĘll have a bit more 

to say in the ĚFight the Power Part 1ě and ĚHow to be a Studě 

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 Ěscholarshipě 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 Wr ight Ęs The 

Moral Animal: Why We Are the Way We Are: 

The New Science of Evolutionary Psychology. 

I have gifted this book more than any oth er. 

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 

and down with excitement: ĚThis explains 

so much!ě 
 

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 offspringĘs reaction to The Moral Animal , 

which he was grateful to hear.  

 

https://swarajyamag.com/science/how-richard-lewontin-allowed-his-marxist-obsession-to-diminish-the-scientist-in-him
https://robertwright.com/about/
https://robertwright.com/about/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Moral_Animal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Moral_Animal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Moral_Animal
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 Day 3: Funeral Suit  

Kg zpvǴsf mppljoh gps tznqbuiz.  

zpvǴmm gjoe ju between shit and syphilis in the dictionary.  

ĲDavid Sedaris 

 

Gosh, IĘve 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 

from nothing . But the pain is pretty 

bad this morning. I wonder if it is 

correlated with typing yesterday.  

 

You have to wonder what I would be 

like if I had grown up with other 

smart  kids, like GretchenĘs (absent) 

father and uncle. And with teachers 

who had qualifications beyond being 

a nun or a former jock who couldnĘt 

https://www.davidsedarisbooks.com/landing-page/david-sedaris-homepage/bio-david-sedaris/
https://animaladvocacybook.com/
https://theaccidentalactivist.weebly.com/
https://theaccidentalactivist.weebly.com/


 

Losing My Religions  76 

get another job. But from the time I set foot on Kent StateĘs campus 

in June 1985 until Gretchen and I broke up that  winter, I tried to 

live as much of that Ěwith other smart kidsě life as I could. It left me 

with mono  and severe depression along with Seasonal Affective 

Disorder. I missed fifty days of sch ool senior year, dropped classes 

at Heidelberg College, and was too sick to fly to Atlanta for my 

scheduled and long -awaited PresidentĘs Scholarship interview. 

The summer prior to Kent State, on our way to Disney World, 

my family stopped at Georgia Tech. There, I 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 PresidentĘs Scholarship even more. 

So in the late winter of ė86, 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 Ěfuneral suit.ě I donĘt really remember a whole lot from that trip 

except eating in a conver ted church and having a hush puppy  for 

the first time ĕ even better than tater tots! (Anne vehemently 

disagrees with me on this.)  

However, I do rememb er the interview. There were two 

engineering professors (men, of course; I donĘt 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. Year s 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 ė84, one 

of the interrogators cut in: ĚYou know heĘs dead, right?ě The room 

darkened further as a pall descended; he correctly took my 

stunned silence as a No. ĚBrain cancer.ě Then the coup de grâce: 

ĚYeah. He was my best friend.ě 

https://www.cdc.gov/epstein-barr/about-mono.html
https://www.foodnetwork.com/how-to/packages/food-network-essentials/what-are-hush-puppies
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ThatĘs when it became my funeral suit. 

 

I honestly donĘt remember anything at all of the interview or trip 

after he said Ěbest friend.ě  

That cruel coin toss, that flap of a butterflyĘs wing, that 

imperceptible tweak to a chaotic system. I canĘt know for sure what 

would have happened had I drawn a different interviewer. But it is 

damn easy to imagine that I would never have learned about 

factory farms, would never have become an activist, would never 

have met Ann e, 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 SummerĘs 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 grea t 

sorrow but not surprise, that Georgia TechĘs ĚCongratulations!ě was 

for a partial  PresidentĘs 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 UCĘs 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 donĘt 

believe in fate. Just a literary device.)  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Butterfly_effect
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0079470/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0079470/
https://www.nationalmerit.org/s/1758/interior.aspx?sid=1758&gid=2&pgid=435
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This picture might  make sense at the very end of the next chapter.   



 

79  Ball 

 

 Day 5 Epodmvefe< Tfbez Ǽ Cjn Ǽ 

Enjoy the silence.  

ĲDepeche 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 

(th e 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 

Ita ly, 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 werenĘt assigned the same dorm that first year, but shared 

apartments the following four. (Engineering at the Un iversity of 

Cincinnati was a five - year program, because we worked every 

other quarter. Those $7 / hour jobs were how I was able to stay 

financially independent.) We shared a love of food (his mom made 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aGSKrC7dGcY&ab_channel=DepecheMode
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the best pizza IĘve ever had) Spenser novels (the winsome smile of a 

modern - day knight) and sense of humor  (Moo ĕ a long story not 

worth telling here but also the title of a fantastically - funny novel  by 

Jane Smiley). 

Guido was there when I met Mary, my ė87- 88 /  ė91- 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 I 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 SummerĘs 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 r oom assignment, 

though, they had put me on the engineering floor.  

This upset me greatly ĕ 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, t he 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, EdĘs high school friend who was starting UCĘs 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 he ard a series of loud noises from their 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spenser_(character)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moo_(novel)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p_fprzrHvIM&ab_channel=HAUSER
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room. Turned out  they were hurling records (vinyl ĕ 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 cityĘs 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 werenĘt 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 didnĘt dare venture into the 

hall. Instead, he was refilling the now - empty beer bottles when the 

door opened. It was AmyĘs roommate. With her parents. And Jim 

panicked, which didnĘt help his aim. 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Run-DMC
https://jabberwocking.com/sun-moon/
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Mfwjo FsvnǴt qjduvsf pg pur home galaxy, viewed edge -on  

from our  corner in the  outskirts of an arm , far from the center.   
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Day 4: Losing My Religion  

I wish I was a christian, knew what to believe  

I could learn a lot of rules to put my mind at ease  

Ĳ½ƅƼïŹŹģǎ7ïƼŘĖǎƲWorld Without Sound ƴ 

 
An early start today ĕ 3:30 a.m. The pain is Ġ 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: 

ĚWe had a good thing going until you came along.ě  

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 studen ts 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 wasnĘt because they, at age 12, 

had happened upon  and chosen  the One Tr ue Faith. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EO8-bvWWuAU&ab_channel=JaneDoe
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One of the kids then piped up: ĚI think EK would be an athe ist 

even if their parents werenĘt atheists.ě 

(At the time, EK did not go by EK or they / them. But now that 

they have grown into who they really are, thereĘs no point using 

their former name or identifiers.)  

 

 
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 didnĘt 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 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gila_monster
https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2017/8/23/16179044/buddhism-meditation-mindfulness-robert-wright-interview
https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2017/8/23/16179044/buddhism-meditation-mindfulness-robert-wright-interview
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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 Ca tholic school, 

which was more than enough to show me CatholicismĘs absurdity. 

(I only discovered later how criminal the Church is.) Christianity 

itself is fully ridiculous, of course.  (God sacrificed god to appease 

god. WTF?) Only when I really internalize d th at 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 

wasnĘt simply  the product of evolution.  

I didnĘt enjoy the process of becoming an atheist at all . (This is 

why I always have deep sympathy for othersĘ 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 Baháᾷí 

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.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bah%C3%A1%CA%BC%C3%AD_Faith
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bah%C3%A1%CA%BC%C3%AD_Faith
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But when I learned more about the origins of religions, I 

realized an amalgam didnĘt 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 T rans kids.  

 

Yet none of this means there are any gods.  

 

Hmmm. 

 

In the winter of  ė85- 86, I picked up 

my study of Russian literature that 

started  the previous summer at 

Kent State. The Brothers Karamazov  

prov ed a bigger lift than Crime and 

Punishment , especially reading it on 

my own. I took a break about 

halfway through Brothers  and 

devoured Uncle CarlĘs newly-

released novel, Contact. I donĘt want 

to give away too much, but the 

bookĘs ending is very, very different 

from the movieĘs. (I love Jodie 

Foster, so I wonĘt say anything bad 

https://www.history.com/news/thomas-jefferson-bible-religious-beliefs
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Brothers_Karamazov
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crime_and_Punishment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crime_and_Punishment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contact_(novel)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Contact_(1997_American_film)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jodie_Foster
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jodie_Foster
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about the movie, which didnĘt come out until July 1997. I was 

tagging alo ng with Anne at a workshop at freezing  cold  St. Olaf 

College in Minnesota [ did I men tion it was  July] when we saw the 

movie on opening weekend. But seriously ĕ Matthew 

McConaughey? Did anyone even read the book?)  

 

OK, a small  spoiler. The bookĘs 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, 

ĚWhat would make you change your mind?ě  

 

The preacher said, ĚNothing.ě [Holy Shit!]  

 

Bill said ĚEvidence.ě  

 

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 ĚWhat woul d make 

you change your mind?ě 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  ĕ I could change my mind on all these 

theories.  

 

But none of that would entail believing in a god.  

https://www.billnye.com/
https://www.thepensivequill.com/2019/11/faith-shifted-after-seeing-ken-ham-get.html?m=0
https://www.samharris.org/blog/there-is-no-god-and-you-know-it
https://richarddawkins.net/richarddawkins/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piltdown_Man
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_Model
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark_matter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark_energy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dark_energy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quantum_mechanics
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Harris and Dawkins answered, ĚNothing.ě They elaborated along 

the lines of Art hur C. ClarkeĘs third law: ĚAny sufficiently advanced 

technology is indistinguishable from magic .ě  

 

 
Xf dbmm uijt qipup ǶWarp Speed 0Ƿ 

 

This was shown quite well in the Star Trek: The Next Generation  

episode ĚThe DevilĘs Due.ě In that episode, someone with advanced 

technology convinces a less - technologically - advanced society that 

she is the Devil. Captain Picard then  replicate s and explain s all of 

Ěthe DevilĘsě miraculous powers, freeing society from the con.  

(ĚWho Watches the Watchers ě 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 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clarke%27s_three_laws
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clarke%27s_three_laws
https://www.space.com/physicists-give-warp-drives-a-boost
https://memory-alpha.fandom.com/wiki/Star_Trek:_The_Next_Generation
https://memory-alpha.fandom.com/wiki/Devil%27s_Due_(episode)
https://memory-alpha.fandom.com/wiki/Who_Watches_The_Watchers_(episode)
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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 Ěany sufficiently advanced technology is 

indistinguishable from magic,ě I honestly canĘt 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 TellierĘs newish book The Anomaly presents a similar - ish 

scenario. Please avoid r eviews or spoilers on that one!)  

 

After I finished reading Contact , I 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 fic tion.  

 

Once I started digging into Ěsubversiveě texts ĕ thankfully, the book 

banners werenĘt yet in Tiffin Ohio ĕ 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 ĕ losing his religion. 

He realized that everything going on in the brain is strictly 

following natural laws ĕ 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. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ANnFNfVuZeM&ab_channel=ScreenCrush
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EAN-PwRfJcA&t=63s&ab_channel=ShinLim
https://www.amazon.com/Anomaly-Novel-Herv%C3%A9-Tellier/dp/1635421691
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WeĘll 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 donĘt 

currently understand how the universe started, we can stop there. 

We donĘt need to invent a god, whom we can never understand at 

all.  

 

Or as I like to say:   

ĚDonĘt replace the unknown with the unknowable.ě  
 

(Copyright 1988, Matt Ball)  

 

 

 
Sunset in the desert   

  

https://www.bethinking.org/atheism/carl-sagan-the-skeptics-sceptic/3-3-natural-theology
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Day 4 Concluded:  

ǶLvtu pof npsf0Ƿ 

Whatever the explanation for consciousness is,  

it might always seem like a miracle.  

Coe gps xibu juǴt xpsui.  

I think it always will seem like a miracle.  

ĲSam Harris, Waking Up app  

 
Another (possible) unknowab le is consciousness ĕ subjective 

experience. Philosopher (but not logician) David Chalmers calls it 

the Hard Problem . Chalmers can imagine a world exactly like ours, 

except no c reature 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 e xperiencing 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 Ěfeeling of a 

feeling,ě to use neuroscientist Antonio DamasioĘs term.  

https://www.wakingup.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hard_problem_of_consciousness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Damasio%27s_theory_of_consciousness
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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 1976Ęs 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, ĚDonĘt read that book. Read my 

book!ě (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 c ome to be. That was all I needed to move 

from squishy agnostic to level- six de facto atheist , to use DawkinsĘ 

scale from The God Delusion. Level seven is the top, where, like the 

mirror of Bill NyeĘs 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 t he 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 Ědeep thought.ě 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Origin_of_Consciousness_in_the_Breakdown_of_the_Bicameral_Mind
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Origin_of_Consciousness_in_the_Breakdown_of_the_Bicameral_Mind
http://www.shaviro.com/Blog/?p=279
http://www.shaviro.com/Blog/?p=279
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spectrum_of_theistic_probability
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_God_Delusion
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For example, Chalmers takes his imagined consciousness - less 

zombie world to claim that consciousnes s must be an 

Ěepiphenomenon .ě He then jumps to believing in panpsychism , 

which claims that consciousness pervades the universe and i s a 

fundamental feature of it, like gravity. (This will come up again in 

the  later  Lontermism chapter.)  

However, the very first postulate in Chalmer sĘ argument is 

clearly wrong. There couldnĘt be a zombie world exactly like ours, 

because zombies wouldnĘt write books about zombies while trying to 

explain consciousness.  

Just because ChalmersĘ 

can imagine  a consciousness-

less zombie world exactly like 

ours doesnĘt make it possible, 

just like my imagining a 747 

flying backwards doesnĘt 

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 ColbertĘs 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epiphenomenon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panpsychism
https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/7DmA3yWwa6AT5jFXt/zombies-redacted
https://www.lesswrong.com/posts/7DmA3yWwa6AT5jFXt/zombies-redacted
https://whybuddhismistrue.net/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Colbert_Report
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previous show , Dawkins explained to Stephen:  ĚYouĘre an atheist 

when it comes to the Norse Gods, the Greek and R oman Gods, the 

Hindu Gods. YouĘre an atheist on hundreds of gods. IĘm simply an 

atheist on just one more.ě 

 

PS: Regarding books: If you go to Amazon and search on ĚAtheism,ě 

youĘll 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 

donĘt think the way you do? You're not going to save our souls.  

And in case you were wondering, IĘm writing a book attacking 

religion because religion causes unfathomable suffering . In 

comparison, we Freethinkers are saints.  

Also, as George Carlin  put it: ĚI saw religion as the first big 

betrayal.ě Only one of many, Mr. Carlin.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Colbert_Report
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/God_Is_Not_Great
https://www.azquotes.com/author/2470-George_Carlin?p=39
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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 wide ly regarded as a bad move.  

ĲDouglas 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 i ndividuals ĕ 

human and non - human ĕ 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.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Restaurant_at_the_End_of_the_Universe
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/2019/4/10/18275618/simulation-hypothesis-matrix-rizwan-virk
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Today, we outlaw child abuse, torture, and rape. WouldnĘt 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 

Ěinferiorě animals in a simulation, just as we donĘt currently 

concern ourselves with the welfare of ants . But I would think this 

wouldnĘt 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 u se some of their 

limited computing reso urces 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 computati onal 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 atte st, 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 

https://www.mattball.org/2019/04/why-i-am-not-utilitarian.html
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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 ĚBiting the Philosophical Bulletě were 

my contributions of original thought. But Yuval Harari beat me to it 

in his 20 18 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 ou t 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 ge nocide and for Auschwitz. 

Jpx eje uifz hfu uibu pof qbtu uif [jsdpo VojwfstjuzǴt 

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.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Normandy_landings
https://www.mattball.org/2019/04/worse-than-hitler.html
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The base of Upper Yosemite Falls   

https://www.alltrails.com/trail/us/california/upper-yosemite-falls-trail
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Day 5: The End of Innocence  

Remember when the days were long  

And rolled beneath a deep blue sky  

FjeoǴu ibwf b care in the world  

ĲBƅŹǎ_ģŹŬģȃĖǎƲThe End of the Innocenceƴ 

 
Back to Calhoun Hall, University of Cincinnati, 1986:  

It wasnĘt Ěinterrupted flowě 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 pro bably eighty pounds 

heavier.  

Fred was also a vegetarian. In the previous 18 years, IĘm pretty 

sure I 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 toge ther in the 

cafeteria. Fred made me his special project, ignoring the others 

when it came to digs like ĚHowĘs your murder burger?ě Since we 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZrtNt7EfZfM&ab_channel=AllDecades
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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. 

MatthewĘs 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 chickensĘ, not Grandma and 

GrandpaĘs). 

Suffice to say, I love meat.  

(Most meat, that is, but not all ĕ growing up, Midwestern  

frugality put some truly disgusting  pieces of animals on my plate.)  

This isnĘt a ĚGo Vegan!ě book, so IĘm 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. I n 

Grandma ClaraĘs 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 

https://www.fb.org/newsroom/fast-facts
https://www.fb.org/newsroom/fast-facts
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industry struggles with Ěwoody breast syndr ome.ě Sounds delish, 

doesnĘt 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 a ccepted his logic. The Smiths were right 

with their album the year before, Meat Is Murder .</ lecture> (The 

first song youĘll hear at the link, ĚThe Headmaster Ritual ,ě is the 

most Ġ bizarre collection of bouncy, happy pop music and dark, 

horrible lyrics.)  

Let me assure you: There werenĘt specific vegetarian options at 

the cafeteria, let alone a vegan statio n. I lived on the cafeteriaĘs 

CapĘn Crunch, cheese sandwiches, and french fries. Piles and piles 

of flaccid, forlorn french fries.  

Not surprisingly, I wasnĘt particularly happy. My mom was sure 

I was doing permanent harm to my health. I couldnĘt really argue. 

So after a few months, I went back to eating meat. (DidnĘt 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 ĕ 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 choi ces. One sunny early 

autumn day, I was looking in the mirror while shaving. (Before 

Anne, I only grew a beard in the cold months.) The thought just 

came to me: ĚHow can I consider myself a good person if I continue 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woody_breast
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XyzJtBoIw9s&ab_channel=Daitarn3
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Headmaster_Ritual
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to eat animals?ě </ lecture> (Really. I Ęm serious. I  mean i t this time. 

No more lecture.)  

And then, right at that moment, and this is entirely true,  the 

medicine cabinet started shaking, and a deafening ĚBam! Bam! 

Bam!ě 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 Ġ letĘs call him ĚJudasě Ġ after Anne and I got together: 

ĚThat you met your soulmate is kinda an argument for god.ě) 
 

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

If we were living in a simulation,  

ipx xpvme xf lopx ju xbt b tjnvmbujpoA Ǽ  

My hunger is a simulation, I told myself,  

but I 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.)  

ǱEmily St. John Mandel, Sea of Tranquility   

https://www.goodreads.com/en/book/show/58446227
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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 . 

Uifz ejeoǴu rvjuf tvddffe. 

Ĳ¹ģǐǎÂŘƅƢǎ5ƅȃƼĖǎƲcǐƵƼǎïǎƼŜŹƴ 

 
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 

where there are a bunch of 

backstories about grandparents and other relatives. I donĘt care 

about them! But this one has direct b earing on why I ended up so 

very broken and yet so very witty.)  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dRHetRTOD1Q&ab_channel=PetShopBoysParlophone
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Ardyth  did not have a happy life. Y ou 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 u nto 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 

wouldnĘt Ěexertě themselves.) She also went to work when that was 

frowned upon. (Many people today donĘt 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  ĕ also one to buck traditions and 

norms ĕ did a lot to give girls and women more opportuniti es. It 

still kills me that RBG undermined so much of her legacy by staying 

too long and being replaced by Justice Amy HandmaidĘs- Tale.) 

But holy chicken Ardyth was definitely anti - feminist in other 

ways. Unlike my paternal grandparents, she wasnĘt raised Catholic. 

Upon meeting Robert, though, she converted and became über-

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 -JoeĘs pizza, OMG. This 

was especially true during Lent, when momĘs offering was tuna 

noodle casserole made with cream of mushroom soup. <blech>)  

ArdythĘs true mission in life, however, was to deny women legal 

access to abortion. Even before the cynical right - wing ploy got 

ro lling (see postscript  below) she was on board with CatholicismĘs 

crusade against bodily autonomy and reproductive freedom.  

She didnĘt get the memo that we should be less like the Taliban , 

not more. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/04/18/sports/women-running-boston-marathon.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ruth_Bader_Ginsburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Treatment_of_women_by_the_Taliban
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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 wouldnĘt kill a newborn baby, you wouldnĘt 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 ĕ 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 m e she was on The (99% effective) Pill that frenzied f all of ė85. 

(And if The Pill had failed Ġ I donĘt even want to think about it.)  

My first (barren) year of college, after I had declared my 

allegiance to the Ěabortion is murderě 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, ĚIn that case, The Pill is 

murder.ě He shook his head sadly and said, ĚWell, I guess I admire 

your commitment to your position.ě 

All this messed me up. I adopted a Clintonian rule of Ěno sex 

before marriageě ĕ 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 Cin cinnati  (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 t he door. But because of my commitment to faulty logic, 

that relationship was never consummated.   
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Ugh.  

 

ArdythĘs influence and the Catholic ChurchĘs fucked- up views on 

fucking continued to plague me and my (surprisingly numerous ĕ I 

wish my teenage self c ould have known) relationships, right up 

until the day Anne and I wed in the smallest possible wedding. I 

refused to Ěgo all the wayě with three other willing and eager young 

women I wonĘt 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 wouldnĘt fully see the flaws in my logic until after 

Anne and I wed (god damn  am I slow) I reluctantly started to see 

some flaws in my stance while in Cincinna ti ĕ 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 Ěhumanityě and tried to forget the 

question. ( Fellow engineer Phil, who held th e same position as I did 

ĕ we met when he sought me out after reading my bitter and 

simplistic anti - choice piece in the school paper ĕ was intellectually 

braver. Immediately upon hearing the mosquito question, he took 

it seriously.)  

But I did realize it w as 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  uncomf ortable 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 doesnĘt have the ability to feel pain, let alone have 

interests. In retrospect, hanging your entire case on the word 

Ěpotentialě is just pathetic ĕ even worse than insisting the 

unexplained is proof of the unexplainable.  

Once I realized that policy could only be dealt w ith logically by 

dealing with trade - offs, I was able to recognize that these 

questions were actually very complicated. When I read Peter 

SingerĘs second edition of Practical Ethics , I was well onboard with 

letting a woman and doctor make these complicated decisions.  

 

ItĘs none of my fucking business. 

 

It was only in 2020 that I learned this jaw - dropping statistic from 

New ScientistĘs article, ĚThe real reasons miscarriage exists ĕ and 

why it's so misunderstood ě:  

 

For women in their early 20s, 50 p er cent of pregnancies 

end in miscarriage; in their early 40s, it is 80 per cent.  

 

And then reading Carl Zimmer Ęs LifeĘs 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 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Singer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Singer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Practical_Ethics
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg24732940-900-the-real-reasons-miscarriage-exists-and-why-its-so-misunderstood/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg24732940-900-the-real-reasons-miscarriage-exists-and-why-its-so-misunderstood/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Zimmer
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/24/books/review/lifes-edge-carl-zimmer.html


 

Losing My Religions  108 

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 ĕ the 

unnecessary taking of an innocent life ĕ 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 i nnocent 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 pregna nt ever 

again.   

What really got me off abortion as Ěa thingě was realizing just 

how misogynist and nasty and downright evil many Ěpro-lifeě folk 

are, especially politicians who say things like ĚIf it's a legitimate 

rape, the female body has ways to shut that whole thing down .ě I 

wish your mother had shut you down.  

I apologize this was so sober.  (And angry.) If youĘre interested in 

a deeper and more thorough examination of this and similar 

questions, please check out the latest edition of  Peter SingerĘs 

https://time.com/3001785/todd-akin-legitimate-rape-msnbc-child-of-rape/
https://time.com/3001785/todd-akin-legitimate-rape-msnbc-child-of-rape/
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Practical Ethics . (The latest version because Peter has changed his 

mind on some things ĕ imagin e that!)  

 

Finally, IĘd like to encourage everyone to try to recognize and 

overcome the damage our  religions  and Puritanical socie ty has 

done to us.  

Sex can be an amazing ĕ even transcendent ĕ 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 doesnĘt 

have to mean love, it doesnĘt have to mean commitment, it doesnĘt 

have to mean anything other than you want to enjoy each other for 

a while during a life that otherwise ge nerally contains much 

frustration and suffering.  

 
PS: I had a separate chapter expanding on the sentence, ĚIt is none 

of my fucking business,ě but I cut it down to this: 

Abortion is awesome. It isnĘt icky. It isnĘt a Ěnecessary evil.ě It 

isnĘt ĚI personally oppose abortion, butĠ.ě It isnĘt 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 o ther side is saying: They, through the 

powers of the state, want to control when a woman can reproduce . 

They donĘt want every child to be a wanted child.  

 

We want every child to be a wanted child.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Practical_Ethics
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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 abortion s 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, ĚWell, how often does that happen?ě 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 canĘt come 

to term ĕ 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 : Ě[None] of us are guaranteed tomorrow. We must accept 

death as a consequence of life.ě 

 

That is just completely nuts. Cuckoo - bananas.  

 

Banning abortion isnĘt about protecting life.  

https://www.npr.org/2022/05/26/1101570014/abortion-access-tends-to-lower-child-poverty-rates-economists-say
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/columnist/2022/07/16/rape-10-year-old-ohio-girl-exploit-her-tragedy/10054545002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/columnist/2022/07/16/rape-10-year-old-ohio-girl-exploit-her-tragedy/10054545002/
https://downloads.frc.org/EF/EF04F16.pdf
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/columnist/2022/07/16/rape-10-year-old-ohio-girl-exploit-her-tragedy/10054545002/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/ectopic-pregnancy/symptoms-causes/syc-20372088
https://twitter.com/HeartlandSignal/status/1555303016101732353
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It is about expressing hatred and exerting power . 

 
PPS: IĘm 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 Ěawesomeě compared to the alternati ve. 

Note: I donĘt want to return to the pre- Dobbs era. I 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 . 

WeĘre the ones pushing for every child to be wanted and be 

given a fair start. The other side contends that Ěa lot of 13- year-

olds do phenomenal ě as mothers. The choice is clear.  

 
PPPS: States are now banning Methotrexate , one of the safest, 

least expensive and m ost effective treatments for roughly a dozen 

autoimmune conditions, from juvenile idiopathic arthritis to 

CrohnĘs 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  didnĘt start from some 

moral stance. It  started as a racist political ploy. From Dartmouth 

Professor Randall BalmerĘs article, ĚThe Real Origins of the 

Religious Right: TheyĘll tell you it was abortion. Sorry, the historical 

recordĘs clear: It was segregation ě: 

 

https://letsbreakthrough.org/anti-abortion-misogyny-its-never-about-the-children/
https://fairstartmovement.org/
https://twitter.com/mjs_DC/status/1554114851424927750
https://twitter.com/mjs_DC/status/1554114851424927750
https://www.cnn.com/2022/07/22/health/abortion-law-medications-methotrexate/index.html
https://www.bunkhistory.org/resources/330
https://www.bunkhistory.org/resources/330
https://www.bunkhistory.org/resources/330
https://www.bunkhistory.org/resources/330
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[T]he abortion myth quickly collapses under historical 

tdsvujoz0 Ko gbdu. ju xbtoǴu voujm 3;9; Ǳ a full six years after 

Roe Ǳ 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 

sfmjhjpvt sjhiuǴt sfbm npujwf< qspufdujoh tfhsfhbufe 

schools. So much for the new abolitionism.  
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Day 6: Adventures in Wine,  

Wings, and Women  

You live above  zpvs ebeǴt \gjwf^-car garage  

With your vinyl and [many -suitor] entourage.  

Ĳ5ïƷģŹïũģĘǎuïĘŜģƼĖǎƲAlternative Girlfriendƴ 

 
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 Ġ anything. 

I did no t like sleeping three feet from a giant who was hounding me 

to give up meat, especially since I had discovered  onanism less than 

a year before. I did no t like not having a girlfriend. I was still sick. I 

was depressed. School was Ġ 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 ė86, I was in such agony that in the middle of 

the night (itĘs always the middle of the night with me) I dragged 

myself to the RAĘs room and ended up in the hospital. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ilI6O6ZTiQ&ab_channel=CanadianMusic%26TV
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However, my second 

year of college, 1987- 88, 

does set reco rds. It was 

when ĚBam! Bam! Bam!ě 

happened while shaving in 

the converted Victorian. 

Guido and I listened 

repeatedly to Peter 

GabrielĘs So and George 

WinstonĘs Autumn . (I have a 

vivid memory of standing at 

the bottom of our outdoor 

access steps and hearing 

ĚRed Raině pouring down 

from our windows. It was a 

magnificent  autumn day ĕ 

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 

quarter s, meet a fine female form not once, not twice, but thrice  ĕ 

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 Ěconvertingě me?) We 

drank two bottles of wine with (vegetarian) pizza. It was the first 

time I had been pleasantly drunk, countering the other, unpleasant 

time I 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.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/So_(album)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JKmqyQUDehs&t=1064s&ab_channel=JohnW
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FkLTwX0duY4&ab_channel=PeterGabriel
https://youtu.be/jlzEjXu6QGQ?t=11
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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 sk ill we were learning together.  

Early in the term , he and I were part of a rec ruitment 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, ĚShe seems like your type.ě ĚOh yes,ě I panted. ĚI'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 houseĘs big Master Bedroom. 

Her dad had a five - car garage and collected Cad illacs, 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 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dfHJ-_9814A&ab_channel=ComedyBites
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Wright - Patterson Air Force Base . It was an anticipation - filled hour 

down to Cincinnati to see Mary, a drive I was ever eager to make.  

In addition to photography, my proficiency with math served 

me well. I was able to tutor her through one class, even though I 

was continually , desperately distracted. ĚYouĘre really good at this,ě 

she said after another concept clicked. ĚYou should be a teacher.ě  

But that wasnĘt what I was going for.  

 

One very late night, when I was driving back to my Dayton 

apartment, I 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 sig nals 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 I 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, whe n necessary, I revert to my first -

grade- style handwriting. ( Foreshadowing!) 

https://www.wpafb.af.mil/
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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 plane s (one of the three military airplanes 

always swooping around Tucson) with captured Soviet anti - aircraft 

munitions. I 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, cob ra- like plane left in the 

entire world ĕ the other one crashed  along with four other planes 

during a photo op. (IĘd say ĚOops,ě but thatĘs 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 todayĘs 

dollars, so the plane cost over $31,500 / pound,  while gold is just 

over $22,000 / pound . I still love looking  at it. If I am ever forced to 

go back to Ohio, I hope to go back to visit.  
 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Dynamics_F-16_Fighting_Falcon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VuE_jqYNi3c&ab_channel=OscarBartos
https://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/North_American_XB-70_Valkyrie
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yl32c352thE&ab_channel=Mustard
https://theaviationgeekclub.com/valkyrie-down-the-unsolved-mysteries-behind-xb-70-av2-crash/
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(This is when Anne nods and smiles. ĚMmm-hmmě while actually 

planning her next reorganization of Ġ 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 didnĘt 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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Fbz 8Ǵt Xjme boe Esb{z Goejoh 

And in the end  

the love you take  

Is equal to the love  

you make. 

ĲPaul McCartney / The Beatles 

(Full medley) 

 
But that wasnĘt quite  the end.  

I just happened to run into Mary on December 31 1991 ĕ the day 

before I moved to Urbana Illinois. I was driving pa st her parentsĘ 

house ĕ they lived on a major road ĕ when I saw her car out of the 

corner of my eye. I went to the door,  but she wasnĘt there. I left my 

number ĕ her mom recogn ized me from three years before  ĕ and 

Mary came over shortly thereafter. Even th ough we hadnĘt 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 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=12R4FzIhdoQ&ab_channel=TheBeatles-Topic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcv1EFoaX-8&ab_channel=PermanentRain
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her different sui tors. 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 sirenĘs song. But, 

still smarting from Diane, I stuck to my silly Ěno Tab A /  Slot B until 

marriage.ě (Marriage- ish, it turned out. Wedded ĕ thatĘll 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 seve ral 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 IĘd want to take the call. Yup. 

I hadnĘt 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 a nd confused as to 

what was going on. After maybe five minutes, she said in the most 

offhand way, ĚOh, and IĘm getting married.ě One of the men she had 

told me about on Dec. 31 had proposed. I, 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.  

 

 

  



 

Losing My Religions  122 
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Sex Is Gross 

FpoǴu tbz ǶHvdlǷ boznpsf 

ǳEbvtf ǶHvdlǷ jt uif xpstu xpse uibu you can say  

Xf tipvmeoǴu tbz ǶHvdlǷ 

Pp. xf tipvmeoǴu tbz ǶHvdl.Ƿ Fuck no! 

ĲSouth Park: Bigger, Longer, Uncut , ƲcǐƵƼǎFïƼȃĖǎŵƵũïȃƴ 

 
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 ĕ that many people care 

more about bad words (or books about having two dads, or 

teachers mentioning slavery) than actu al violence ( 45,000 gun 

deaths in the U.S. in 2021, the regular slaughter of school children) 

ĕ 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.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Park:_Bigger,_Longer_%26_Uncut
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K579NU5UUy8
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/interactive/2022/gun-deaths-per-year-usa/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/interactive/2022/gun-deaths-per-year-usa/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmp-xmguqh4&list=PLdUWNyk3iEfpRBJ9h13xP-FqcMxzXhNsU&ab_channel=Onomon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmp-xmguqh4&list=PLdUWNyk3iEfpRBJ9h13xP-FqcMxzXhNsU&ab_channel=Onomon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vmp-xmguqh4&list=PLdUWNyk3iEfpRBJ9h13xP-FqcMxzXhNsU&ab_channel=Onomon
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But really, if you just think about it on a theoreti cal level ĕ 

which is the only way priests are supposed to experience sex  ĕ they 

kinda have a point . 

The type of sexual intercourse IĘve experienced involves one 

person who starts with this weird fleshy tube in the middle of his 

body that is used to excrete wa ste. 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 rig ht 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 ĕ this 

interfacing isnĘt 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 BĘs slamminĘ time, Tab A 

finishes up hammering int o 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, AnneĘs 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 , 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Rakoff


 

125  Ball 

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 

bhfoeb xbt mjufsbmmz Ǽ juǴt b xsjuufo bhfoeb0 Uijoht up ep< 

Recruit children. Have sex with them. Spread AIDS.  
 

K gjobmmz tbje. ǶZpv lopx. JKW jt transmittable by good 

old -fashioned, red -blooded, hetero -normative, married 

tfy0Ƿ Coe if tbzt. joup nz ufmfqipof. lopxjoh uibu juǴt 

cfjoh sfdpsefe. ǶZfbi. cvu opu bt nvdi0 Uif wbhjob dbo 

ublf b mpu pg qvojtinfou0Ƿ 
 

DonĘt get me wrong! Sex is literally fuck ing 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, IĘm 

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 donĘt have to be Ěhard work.ě They 

donĘt have to suck a large part of the time. 

https://www.thedailybeast.com/the-best-of-david-rakoff-quotes-this-american-life-the-daily-show-and-more
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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 Ca tholic 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 contracepti on. Fuckers.) 

Yeah, I get it ĕ 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. B ut 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 ĕ thereĘs 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 . 

 



 

127  Ball 

He said some things are r eally best left unspoken  

But I prefer it all to be out in the open  

%fyvbmjuz. epoǴu uisfbufo nf xjui njtfsz 

Sexuality, we can be what we want to be  

ĲBilly Bragg (so young in that video!) 

 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Xsv9iZPYwE&ab_channel=BillyBragg
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Photo from Ifpshjb QǴMffggf Ovtfvn  

https://okeeffemuseum.org/























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































