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When We Were Boys

Some freak storm howled down from Canada, hammered the spine 
of the Cascades, boomeranged west and ripped across Puget Sound, 

dumping record snow that brought Olympia, Washington, to a dead halt. 
Not that we weren’t stuck already, our four-person crew. We were fat, 
courageless boys. We were freshmen in college. We walked around campus 
with large books so everyone could see: Hegel, Wittgenstein, Kant, and 
Leibniz. We said a priori and syllogism. We wore glasses and had dandruff. 
We ate Adderall at mealtime and smoked Dunhill cigarettes. We went to 
lectures and read The British Journal of Mind and Ethics and scoffed ironically. 
We were contentious. We were roommates. We were virgins. 

It was a Friday night and the snow kept on. We were on winter break 
and talking vulgarly about girls. We did this often. It was our thing. Our 
vernacular reached a certain genius simplicity and euphemistic zeal, bring-
ing us that much closer to the thing itself: girls. We said we wanted to bury 
the baby leg. We wanted to boom boom and bone dance. We wanted to 
bonk, boof, bop, and breed, sink the gravy boat, and stomp the goat. 

A pathetic fire smoldered in the fireplace. The couch sagged under 
our weight. An icy draft bloused the floral sheets we hung against the 
windows. We were getting tired of using binoculars to peek across the 
street at Mr. Bennett parking his yacht in Mrs. Bennett’s harbor. We were 
tired of spying on their teenage daughter nob-jobbing her boyfriend in 
his car. We were tired of talking about our sisters waxing the bean. Of our 
fathers flogging the hog to porn while thinking everyone was in bed. Or 
diddling some stripper in a used-car lot. Or worse, doing none of these. 
Simply giving up and sitting alone in an empty house. But mostly we 
were tired of the things we couldn’t talk about. The ineffable holes no 
euphemism could fill. Of lying in our silent beds after doing the five-
knuckle shuffle. Fuck this, we said. This isn’t living. We need to venture 
forth and take the bull by the horns. 

We went outside and shoveled snow from the ’77 Lincoln. Crow Black. 
Tan leather interior. Sure, we had other wheels: a cramped Honda and 
dented Toyota handed down from parents. But the Lincoln was different, 
the way it offered its own living space, fit the four of us to coast down 
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back roads with effortless control. We had pulled our money together. We 
left communal cigarettes in the glove box, shades on the dash. Cruising in 
the Lincoln, possibility unfolded before us and now we tapped its hood 
and called it Papa because tonight would be different. We didn’t go to 
parties but tonight we would. There would be girls, and we would talk 
to them. We’d flex our dizzying minds. We’d say epistemology and hetero-
normativity. We were going to go out into the world and screw and scrog 
and scrump. Bang and ball and stab the trout. Stick. It. In. 

We climbed into the car. We needed music, and fast. We argued and 
decided on Chopin’s Nocturnes. The car slid, coasted. We snickered ironi-
cally. We saw things objectively. We rolled down our windows, hung our 
heads out like dogs and howled into downtown, passed Capital Lake, 
passed a group of girls testing the snow-cracked ice under their weight. 
Their soft voices crept up to us and we barked back at them. Above us 
the clouds broke and the sky looked enormous.

We dropped into the Westside neighborhoods. Flung out on black 
waters the solitary orb of a fishing boat rocked dolefully. The rumored 
party was at a derelict farmhouse. We had heard stories. The bands. The 
drugs. The girls. Stories of people who did not fuck around in the face of 
violence and danger. We wanted to not fuck around too.

Shincke Road took us into the woods. The forest was a dark face 
knocking in the wind. We were cautious drivers, letting the Lincoln draw 
slow tracks in dry powder. Then we found the gravel road, idled there. 
We turned Chopin down and squinted out the breath-steamed windows. 
A bonfire licked the trees. A deep throbbing pulsed the forest. A whole 
history of Western conquest was on our side. We were Hernando Cortes. 
We were Marco Polo. We were tired of flaying tube steak. 

So we pushed forward into the cramped driveway. We wove through a 
chaotic grid of cars, but couldn’t find space enough to ease our Lincoln 
to rest. Finally we backed in behind a jacked-up Dodge Ram with 
knobbed tires knuckling into the snow. The front yard was populated with 
boys not like us. They wore heavy leather jackets and ripped jeans. They 
pissed openly into the bonfire. They threw bottles at trees. Kegs sprouted 
from snow and underneath a covered carport a band played distorted 
power chords nothing like Chopin. We sat in the car, hesitant. Our glasses 
fogged in the cold. 

Then we saw them: girls crowded the front porch, leaning into each 
other to trade secrets. They tittered and took slow drags from cigarettes, 
flicked the cherried butts over the railing and drifted back inside. We 
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threw open the wings of our Lincoln. Snow slapped our faces. We wiped 
our glasses. We huddled together like cattle, free and dazed, and in the 
lee of the Ram, we stole toward the house. The guitarist growled into 
the microphone. From the roof, someone yelled pussy and jumped into 
a bank of snow. We swelled with courage and climbed onto the porch 
and entered. 

A great cloud of marijuana smoke wreathed the bones of chandeliers. 
Posters of The Clash plastered wood-paneled walls, and we gazed into a 
whir of faces and mouths flapping. In the kitchen stood the girls. Girls 
gesturing to each other, girls communicating with their hands, girls using 
a language beyond reach, mysterious, demure, expansive.

We serpentined through the crowd, cautiously. We weren’t sure what we 
would do, but we would do something and they would see our humanity 
and things would change. We’d stop stealing lingerie from Macy’s and 
draping it on the pillow next to us while we beat the Jesuit. We’d stop 
buying condoms when our fathers came to visit and leaving them around 
the house so they’d think we hadn’t given up, like they did. We’d stop 
sneaking outside, at night, to call our mothers and be away from each 
other, just to hear the tones of a familiar voice reassure us things would 
be okay, in the end, despite the fact that for our mothers things were not 
okay. They were divorced and living alone, filling their days with Netflix. 
Or worse, they weren’t divorced and still alone and filling their days with 
Netflix. They’d send us care packages and little cards that said I’m So Damn 
Proud of  You, and sometimes they’d even call us, as if we were the parents, 
and their voices would crack on the other end while they said they wished 
things were different and how does a family just fall apart and what the hell 
happened and we’d try to reassure our mothers that things were all right, 
that it could be worse, that none of us are really that alone.

We drew near the girls. They leaned casually against counters and 
tables. They wore tight jeans that sucked to the curve of thighs, tank tops 
and fitted T’s that cupped the dunes of breasts. They passed a joint back 
and forth, paused as we approached. We nodded and leaned against the 
counter as they did, but we didn’t say anything. We just stood there, fidg-
eting with lint in our pockets, staring at our shoes until the girls turned 
away, dismissing us. 

But then a voice, one of the girls. We looked up, saw brunette curls 
tumbling onto bare shoulders, a smile of recognition. “Philosophy 203,” 
she said. “Ethics.” She took a step closer, pushed bangs from her eyes, 
said she sat in the back of the lecture hall but noticed us, up front, all 
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those smart things we said. It was a mythical moment. We were like Paris 
snatching Helen. We were Don Juan and Casanova. We were coasting like 
the Lincoln, big and free under its own weight. 

She leaned toward us, exposing the black lace of her bra. “God,” she 
moaned. “I hate that class. It is such a waste of time.” We looked at each 
other. We didn’t know what to say, but that didn’t matter because now 
some colossal man wearing a jean jacket edged in behind her, slapped her 
ass and wrapped his arms tight around her waist. He grunted at us and 
then looked down at his girl. “Who are these twinks?” he said. She gazed 
up at him, kissed him on the lips. “They’re nobody,” she said. He belched, 
and hoisted the girl over his shoulder. She giggled, smiled once at us and 
then buried her face in his neck as he carried her away. 

We stood there. Nobodies, twinks, our hands clawing at our pockets 
with nothing to say. Then a crash rocked the chandeliers. Something from 
outside. The crunch of metal. The shatter of glass. We moved to the front 
room, part of the crowd, but we couldn’t get to the window. We pin-
balled between bodies. People howled and cheered, cried out “Fuck shit 
up!” Pressed against the wall, we hedged around the mob until a fissure 
opened. When we got to the window we saw our car, our chariot, our 
deus ex machine taking it in the tail. 

It was the Dodge Ram, parked in and growling to get out. It mounted 
our whip, popped taillights as those obscene tires humped our bumper. We 
ran outside, our hands up, please, please please, but the bearded driver 
leaned out the window, flipped us the bird, plowed into our baby once 
more and yelled, “I am going to fuck you in the ass.” Then the truck re-
versed, spat a wad of snow, and bucked toward us. Exhaust erupted into the 
air. A beer bottle flew past our heads. We scattered toward the Lincoln, 
jumped in, fumbled with the keys and jammed it into drive.

Five minutes we wheezed down the road before pulling to the side. The 
bumper sagged. Snow blew in through the shattered windows. Broken 
glass jeweled the leather interior. We didn’t look at each other. We 
couldn’t. We stared down into our laps, at our hands, knowing that now 
all we could do was drive home, slip under the flannel sheets our moms 
had sent us, maybe read one of those cards that says I’m so Damn Proud 
of You or look at the photos of ourselves taken when we were boys that 
often accompanied those cards, photos of us doing boy things, like wading 
into the gold current of a river with a fishing pole in hand, or peering 
out of a tent on a dewy morning or running through a park or blowing 
out birthday candles or just simply standing there, smiling, content. A hard 
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wind snapped through the car. The restful whir of flakes kaleidoscoped 
in our headlights. 

Back through snow-clogged streets. Back through the Westside. Back 
downtown. Puget Sound, black against a black sky. We saw the world as 
it was. Windswept and frozen and without girls. We lurched up Fourth 
Avenue and back to our house, and that’s when it happened. 

A hard snowball kicked at the driver’s door, then two more, in rapid 
succession. We locked into a skid. Ducking behind a hedge, a posse packed 
more and lobbed them our way. We muttered obscenities. We’d had it. We 
flung open dented doors. We gave chase. 

The cold night air burned our lungs. Steam from our breath gathered 
about our noses as we sniffed and listened. We heard a stick break. We 
followed the noise into the haunches of Stewart Park. We grunted, kicked, 
pawed the earth. Hiding behind the skeleton of a fallen tree, we saw them, 
teenaged and afraid. Maybe we weren’t strong but we were righteous. We 
were indignant. We had been wronged and therefore were dangerous. We 
sprinted and their pack scattered. For a moment we hesitated, but then 
went for the smallest. 

Up the narrow path and out into an open field. Past the swing sets and 
slides like those of our youth. Neighborhood hedges flashed by. The old 
water tower loomed. A heaving fence. There was nowhere else to go. Our 
victim searched for an exit. We fanned out, surrounded. 

Under the halo of moonlight we saw dark eyes and shoulder length hair. 
A girl. She put her hands up, timidly. Said it was a joke. Said she was sorry. 
Her voice quaked thin as reeds, but we didn’t want her words. We were 
tired of words. She took a step back. Our cue to lunge. But she was agile 
as a squirrel, hands over feet, scampering up the water tower. We hoisted 
ourselves up. The soles of our shoes were slick against the iced metal. We 
swung from bars like young children, giddy with fear and desire. 

Wind whistled against the hollows of the tower. We climbed out on 
the grated walkway and found her huddled against the railing. Behind 
her, dizzying flecks of city lights winked. The tops of trees husked out of 
the snow. We moved toward her, she said please and then stared up at us 
like Poe’s sublime. Beautiful. Sickening. Eternal.


