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 Larry’s three o’clock conference call to review the new ad campaign 
for VistaNova wasn’t going well.
      “So, the truth is, none of these are working for us. We were hoping 
to see something more dynamic. Something that really pops!” said his 
client through the garbled speakerphone.  
      Larry leaned back in his chair and massaged his left temple. 
“Well, we can try to come up with some new concepts, but there isn’t 
much time until your deadline.” He tried not to sound frustrated as 
he agreed to stay late to work on another set of design options. But 
working late was the last thing he wanted to do. Maybe he would get 
lucky and something brilliant would come to him. More likely, he 
would spend several frustrated hours designing generic, uninspired 
full page ads for some dumb new downtown apartment complex. 
      As he hung up, something caught the corner of his eye—his 
notepad. But instead of taking meeting notes, he had drawn a cartoon 
face of a screaming middle-aged man. Hair askew, glasses hanging off 
the nose, eyes bloodshot. He didn’t even remember drawing it. Wow, 
he thought to himself. I probably should have been taking better notes. After 

monday, february 4th
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tossing the page into the recycle bin, he turned his attention back to the 
ad campaign. But he was out of ideas, his back was starting to ache, 
and Photoshop seemed to be momentarily frozen.
      Suddenly he felt an all too familiar feeling of impending dread. 
What was the point of any of this?
      He texted his wife Donna that he would be working late. She 
replied with heart emojis and said dinner would be in the fridge along 
with a six pack of those IPA’s he liked. He smiled. At least he had 
Donna.
      Just before nine o’clock, with his head aching and his eyes burning, 
he had somehow ripped two new designs out of his soul. Wearily, he 
packed up his things and put on his coat.
      At home, the house was quiet. He could tell by the light below 
his bedroom door that Donna was in bed reading and the kids 
were asleep. Larry grabbed a beer and took a few swigs while he 
microwaved his dinner. This is probably the highlight of my day he 
thought to himself. After eating, he quietly slipped into the bedroom. 
Donna looked up from her book, giving him a warm smile and asking 
about his day. “It was... fine.” he said dryly.
      After he brushed his teeth, he flopped onto the bed, and groaned 
loudly. “Ugghhhhhhh” he moaned, rubbing his eyes.
      “Oh, Larry. What’s wrong? It’s late,” Donna said, sounding 
concerned and reaching over to place her paperback mystery novel 
onto the nightstand.
      “I’m sorry, I know it’s late, but can we talk?” He looked at her with 
pleading eyes.
      Donna sighed as she turned to face him.

 He continued, “I’m just not happy lately. There’s something 
missing. It’s all... it’s just such a grind. I don’t know what it is 
exactly. Work and the house and the kids, I guess. It all feels so 
hard. I think I might be depressed.”
      “Larry, come on, are things really so bad?” Donna asked. Life 
was pretty good, in her opinion. Sure, she knew he alternated 
between feelings of stress and boredom at work, but he was at 
the peak of his design career and was making a nice salary with 
generous benefits. Meanwhile, she took care of driving the kids 
around, grocery shopping, house cleaning, bill paying, organizing 
their social and vacation plans, and volunteering to write the 
monthly school newsletter. In her opinion, Larry had it made.
      He paused and then answered, “It’s just... it’s just that I 
pictured more by now. All my time at work, it’s so boring. It feels 
pointless. But it’s also demanding—it takes so much out of me. 
I mean, I know it’s good money, I know we wouldn’t be here 
without it. I’m grateful. But I’m not fulfilled. I don’t feel like 
myself. I just have this deep underlying feeling that there’s nothing 
interesting anymore. You know, like a “same shit different day” 
crisis. Have you ever felt like that?”
      He’d said all this before, but somehow tonight, it felt different. 
It felt like an announcement instead of a question.
      Donna was quiet. She thought about Larry, the way his 
contribution to the family was to work at a job he didn’t love, 
and what he might be sacrificing by doing so. She had noticed a 
change in him lately. He was regularly down on himself and low 
on energy. Last weekend, for instance, he had spent mostly in bed 
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eating junk food and watching TV. She took a deep breath, reached 
over to rub his arm, and struggled to think of something sympathetic 
to say.
      Suddenly, she had an idea.
      “Larry, listen. Before you got the job at Edelmann, you were doing 
a lot more art and creative stuff... you know—murals, painting, that 
colored pencil series, remember? I mean, you went to school for art, 
you had a scholarship for godsakes! When we met, you were always 
drawing... you doodled on napkins, and in class, and remember the 
pictures you drew on those notes we used to write to each other? 
Those were so amazing. Do you think you still have it in you? Ever 
since you got your promotion, or really, since we had Tally and Rachel, 
you haven’t been drawing. Could that be what’s missing for you?”
      She braced herself. She knew that making a suggestion was a 
gamble. And, this wasn’t their first conversation like this. Or their last. 
Actually, it seemed to her that Larry had a midlife crisis every other 
week.
      Just when she thought he was going to dismiss the idea, he sat up 
higher on his pillow, looking intrigued.
      “Yes!” Larry said. “Yes, I think I do need to get back to something 
more creative! I mean, my job has become so... corporate and stale. I 
want to make something. Something... original.” He stopped, and she 
could see the wheels turning. She held her breath as he went on.
      “Yeah, I used to draw all the time. Remember how I used to think 
up characters in weird situations? Sometimes they’d even be saying a 
one-liner or whatever... and remember how I always used to love to 
read the funnies on Sundays... remember that, before we had kids?” 

He paused. Then looked at her, with conviction. “This might sound 
crazy, but I think it would be fun to try to do some comics. You’ve 
always liked comics too, right?”
      Actually, she didn’t. She had never understood comics with their 
brief settings, their quick jokes, the way they sort of prostituted 
themselves upon their reader for a cheap laugh, usually a sympathy 
laugh. Half the time she’d just get confused, not knowing whether to 
read to the side or down the page.
      To be honest, she fucking hated comics.
      What she thought in that moment was come on, Larry. You have 
a great life, why do you need to add something else to your to-do list, you 
haven’t even re-grouted the bathtub or mowed the lawn lately.
      Instead, because she was a good wife, and very supportive, she 
gathered herself and answered carefully.
      “Larry, I love that idea. You know I want you to be happy, and I 
support anything that will help you feel better. Just remember that 
sometimes your problem is getting organized and having a plan. So 
why don’t you make it your goal to write one every week. For like... 
three months. Something you actually commit to. Not just something 
you do once and forget about. Three months of weekly comics. What 
do you think?”
      Her words trailed off into a yawn. Honestly, she didn’t really care 
if he followed through with this or not. What she really wanted was to 
just go to bed.
      Larry, on the other hand, was all in.
      “That’s great! That is SO FUCKING GREAT, Donna, I love it! I’m 
doing it. Starting tomorrow. I’ll just... brainstorm a bit, every day. And 
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when an idea comes along... I’ll draw it! I mean, I’m a little rusty but 
with some practice, and a goal like this, it could happen! So you’ll 
help? Can I bounce ideas off you?”
      He grabbed her shoulder and drew her closer; he was excited.
      “Sure, Larry, of course I’ll help. Let’s just talk more tomorrow, 
when it’s not so late.” She gave him a halfhearted kiss on the cheek 
goodnight and turned the light out.
      In the dark, Larry’s whole body was humming. He lay on his back 
and thought about drawing. He wondered if it was possible that he 
could come up with real comics. Maybe, just maybe, they’d actually be 
funny? He felt his mind struggling. It was as if his brain was starting 
to really wake up, for the first time in years. As he finally drifted off, 
he dreamed of his own family in a comic strip, and how hilarious they 
would look... his little girls with their goofy expressions, Donna always 
directing everyone to keep things running smoothly, and himself with 
his crazy curly hair. Even their dog, Buster, could play a part.
       The plot of the comic eluded him; he just saw jumbled frames and 
sketchy ink, but somehow, he knew...
      A comic was coming.
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 “Donna? Honey...” Larry called down the hall from his home office. 
“Are you ready to look at my first one?”  
 He felt nervous, but excited. He had spent some time over 
the past couple of days sketching and writing dialogue, until this 
afternoon when he finally dedicated a few hours to finishing his first 
comic. Week One.  
 While he waited for her to appear, he stood up from his drawing 
table and rubbed his hands together. He tried to stop himself from 
bouncing from foot to foot. He smiled. This was so fun! 
 Finally, she entered.  
 “OK. Are you ready?” He asked. He led Donna to his drawing 
table and unveiled his first comic. 
 She bent her head down to get closer to the work. She took her 
time reading it. He noticed a small smile on the corner of her mouth, 
but he couldn’t tell if she liked it or not. 
 “Wow, good job!” She finally said. “Where did you get this 
idea? Are you thinking about joining the gym, starting to work out 
again?”  
 He couldn’t bring himself to answer. Now, he felt that his comic 
and his physique were inadequate. He smiled at her, trying not to let 
his emotions show.  

thursday, february 7th
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 “Ummm maybe. But.. do you like it, do you think it’s good?” 
He couldn’t help pushing her for more.  
 “Of course! It’s great! It’s really cute.” She hesitated. “But... it 
doesn’t really make me laugh. Like, I’m not laugh-laughing. Know 
what I mean? I feel more like... ‘huh, clever!’
 “Well, that’s the whole point honey! Comics don’t always make 
you laugh out loud hysterically. It’s OK if you just smile and a snicker. 
Haven’t you ever looked at Garfield or The New Yorker Comics? You 
must have seen those before. Mostly, they just get a giggle.” 
 He looked down at his comic again. He couldn’t help noticing 
that the perspective in frame three was a little off.  
 “I’m sorry, honey, I’m probably being too critical.” Donna said, 
apologetically.  
 “Yeah... maybe.” He answered. And headed back to his office 
to rework the scene in frame three that was bothering him. Keep going, 
don’t give up, it’s only the first week, he told himself. And he politely 
thanked her for the feedback.
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The Turner’s weeknight tradition usually consisted of a last-minute 
family dinner, piling dishes into the sink, and then leaving the kids to 
their devices (literally) while Larry and Donna retired to the hot tub to 
relax for awhile.
 When they first acquired the hot tub, there were a lot of family 
nights. But the novelty had worn off for six-year-old Tally and ten-
year-old Rachel so now, the adults usually went in on their own. Larry 
and Donna didn’t mind; it was a chance for them to catch up and enjoy 
some peace and quiet.
 It was a Wednesday in February, and it had just snowed for a few 
days. Heavy, white, endless flakes had fallen and there were over six 
inches on the ground. With school canceled, the girls had already spent 
lots of time playing in the snow. Donna had joined the kids outside a 
few times during the day, but mostly she had stayed inside, sneaking 
peeks at them while they built snow sculptures and threw snowballs at 
each other. She loved the peacefulness a snow day brought. There was 
no morning rush, no lunches to pack, the chance for a mid-day movie... 
she and the girls had enjoyed a great day. 

tuesday, february 12th
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 Larry, however, was in a nasty mood when he arrived home from 
work. “Drive home took twice as long. Idiots around here can’t drive 
in the snow. What a waste of time. Hardly anything to do today.” He 
came in muttering under his breath, haphazardly discarding items 
throughout the house. Empty lunchbox in the entryway, winter coat on 
the couch, stacks of paper samples strewn about. Donna followed him, 
putting everything in its place. 
 “Oh honey, I’m sorry. That sounds terrible,” Donna said 
sympathetically. “We’ve got a great dinner planned though. Time to 
relax.”  
 Larry shrugged and moped toward the fridge. What he really 
wanted to do was curl up in bed, watch a trashy sitcom, and not talk to 
anyone. Jeez, don’t be so pathetic, he said to himself. Instead, he grabbed 
a Coors, cracked it open, and called down the hall. “Girls, I’m home!” 
He went to see what they were doing while Donna finished making 
dinner. 
 After they ate, Tally started in with “please, please PLEEEASE can 
we join you guys tonight! We wanna go in the hot tub!” 
 “Tally, it’s late. It’s almost bedtime.” Donna said wearily. She’d had 
her fill of kid-time. 
 Larry piped in, feeling better after a few beers. “Ah, let ‘em join us. 
We never do family hot tub time anymore, it’ll be fun!” 
 And so, after finding swimsuits and towels, they sat in the four 
corners of the tub, lit by the turquoise colored underwater lights. Larry 
and Donna sipped drinks, and the girls started splashing each other. 
Rachel dared Tally to get out and roll around in the snow.
 While Larry and Donna watched, the girls ran around, counting 
up from one to ten and then jumping back into the hot tub. They 

scrambled onto the snow-covered trampoline and then ran screaming 
back. Tally tried to do a snow angel but didn’t quite make it – she 
jumped up squealing after lying on her back for just a second. 
 Donna smiled, and sunk her shoulders lower into the hot water. 
She sighed happily. “This is the life, right? And look at those kids. 
Adorable! They have endless energy. And they’re so brave!” She took 
a small sip of wine, from her large hot-tub safe plastic tumbler, and it 
was so cold and refreshing that she took another one. A nice, big gulp. 
 Larry agreed. He was feeling completely relaxed. His day at the 
office, his long drive home... it all felt like a distant memory. 
 They watched the kids, framed by the trees in the snowy landscape, 
running and shrieking. Little Tally gave her big sister a shove. 
Laughing, Rachel let herself fall dramatically into the snow.
 “Look at them...” Donna said, pointing. “They look just like bear 
cubs! Or monkeys!” 
 Larry laughed. “Yea, we really aren’t that different from animals, 
are we?” And then to drive the point home, he started scratching his 
armpits and making ape sounds.
 Donna laughed, she couldn’t help it, he was always so good with 
faces and impersonations. Just then, the girls ran up to re-enter the hot 
water, their bodies red and steaming. They were laughing already and 
when Larry played monkey and tickled them as they climbed in, they 
laughed harder.
 It was at that exact moment that Donna realized she really had 
to pee. They had been in for... what... over an hour? She had her big 
Nalgene water bottle beside her (gotta stay hydrated) as well as the 
empty tumbler of wine (her third? Or fourth? Oh god she thought.) She 
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pulled herself up to half standing and edged over to the side of the tub 
where the stepping stool was. She threw her leg over the rim, wincing 
briefly at the sight of her white, unshaven thighs.
 Except – the stool? Where was the stool? The girls? Did the girls 
move it? It didn’t matter, it was too late. Her foot looked for balance 
while her hands tried to steady herself on the slippery edge of the hot 
tub. Her head spun a bit, feeling the wine and the excessive duration 
of soaking in the hot tub. Before she could right herself, or stop herself 
from going over, she smacked down onto her side, laying awkwardly 
on the cold concrete.
 Larry jumped up out of the water. “Donna! Donna are you OK?”
 The girls gave an involuntary screech, “Mom! Mom are you all 
right?” All three of them made their way over to her side, splashing 
hot water onto the scene of the accident. Donna looked up at them, still 
on the ground, with her legs in an awkward position. “I’m OK” she 
gasped. “I think... I’m OK.” Then she burst out laughing, “but I can’t 
get up! I have to pee so bad!”
 Larry looked down at his wife, wet hair plastered to her forehead, 
eyes a little red from chlorine, and mouth wide and gaping with 
laughter. She looked untamed, uncivilized. We are animals, he thought. 
 He loved her, his mate. She had chosen him, just like in the wild. 
They were together to start a family, to raise young. 
 He turned to look at the girls leaning over the edge of the hot 
tub. They were still a little worried, but giggling now. He looked at 
their adorable, miniature features. Bright white teeth. Perfect cub-like 
bodies.  They needed his protection; they needed him to provide for 
them. Which he did. He was proud for a brief moment. 
 Larry looked down and glimpsed his wife’s full breasts, barely 
contained by her bathing suit top, and he felt a surge of desire. He 

thought for a split second how nice it would be if she was lying on 
their soft bedroom floor, with that thick white carpet. How he might 
like to enjoy that position.
 As his wife flailed on the ground, he put down his drink to help 
her to a standing position. Tenderly, he wrapped his arms around her. 
“You’re cute.” He said. 
 She brushed wet hair out of her eyes and looked up at him, smiling 
mischievously. “KIDS! Time for bed!” Larry said, louder than he 
intended. And he kissed her. 
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Larry told his team he was working from home on Thursday, but 
really, he had spent most of the day working on his next comic. By 
Friday morning, as he gathered up his briefcase and laptop to head 
out, he was dying for a second opinion.  
 “Donna – would you have a few minutes to look at this, before I 
head to the office?” He asked, trying to act nonchalant. “I have Week 
Two finished and I’d love your opinion.”  
 “Oh, of course!” She answered, hanging her coat on the rack and 
turning her attention to his comic. She read it, and frowned.  
 “Oh honey, You look so depressed in this! You’re not actually that 
depressed, are you?! This really worries me! But, oh my god, are those 
polar bears... humping? That’s really funny.”  
 “Uh, yeah... and no, I’m not THAT depressed. I mean, you don’t 
need to worry about me or anything. Thanks for taking a look. I’d 
better get going.” He put on his winter coat and headed out the door.
 As he merged onto the freeway, he couldn’t stop his mind from 
spinning out. Maybe you are depressed. This project is pointless. You’ll never 
create anything original. What’s the point of even trying. Maybe you need to 
get on medication. 
 He tried to counter his bad thoughts by imagining his latest comic 
again. He had worked on it for so long that he knew every line by 
heart. It was good, he told himself. Wasn’t it? 

friday, february 15th
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On Tuesday night, it was pork chops and asparagus. The chops 
were a little dry. Donna had tried a new recipe – a balsamic vinegar 
marinade. Larry thought it was too heavy on the rosemary and thyme. 
The asparagus was nice but the kids wouldn’t try it. They insisted on 
endless noodles with butter instead. Tally had a terrible habit of over-
salting everything. 
 “When is it gonna be summer again,” Tally whined. “It’s so cold 
right now. I’m tired of the snow.”
 “I know, honey,” Donna said in her motherly, endlessly 
sympathetic tone. As if she were apologizing for the seasons 
themselves. She was tired of it too; they’d had three snow days in the 
last week and everyone was starting to feel a little stir crazy. “Next 
comes spring, in March, and then summer doesn’t really start until 
June but it will be warm and sunny in May. So, you only have to wait a 
few more months.”
 “Hmpth.” Tally complained. “I want summer NOW.” 
 Larry felt the same. He was wearing a beanie and a warm sweater; 
their house was always cold in the winter. He shivered and fed their 

tuesday, february 19th
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dog, Buster, a scrap of particularly tough meat under the table, out of 
Donna’s view. Donna was a great cook but when she went off-recipe 
and started to experiment with different seasonings, things could get a 
little wonky.  
 “Why don’t we ever say grace before dinner?” asked Rachel. 
“Becky’s family always prays and holds hands before they eat, why 
don’t we do that?”
 “Because we’re not Jesus-Freaks!” answered Larry. Donna kicked 
him under the table.
 “Larry! That is not nice. Rachel honey... we just don’t practice any 
organized religion in our family, and that’s OK. The point of saying 
grace is to be thankful for what we have... the food on our table, each 
other, our health. It’s a nice idea, don’t you think? Maybe we should 
start doing that.”
 Larry raised his eyebrows at her. He was starting to make another 
joke about religion, she could see the wheels turning in his brain. He 
had been brought up Christian, with church every Sunday, and now as 
an adult, he loathed anything to do with religion. Donna stopped him 
with a sharp glare.  
 “I mean... I am thankful. Every day!” Larry said enthusiastically. “I 
just don’t think we need to be forced into it with some silly ritual every 
night. I mean, sorry, it’s not silly...” He gave Donna a sideways glance. 
She rolled her eyes. 
 Tally was pushing her noodles around the plate, viciously trying 
to stab one. A pile of rotini flew off the plate and onto the place mat. 
She giggled and started picking them up with her fingers and slurping 
them up one by one. 

 “Tally! Use your fork!” Larry scolded. Table manners were 
something he tried to insist on. She was six – almost seven – certainly 
old enough to eat in a civilized manner. Ignoring him, Tally pinched 
the last few noodles as quickly as possible and dropped them into her 
open mouth, and then she giggled, bouncing in her chair. Larry sighed, 
feeling a mix of amusement and disgust. He looked out the window 
and noticed a few flakes of snow falling, illuminated by the porch 
light. Was it actually snowing again?
 “Hey...” said Tally, while salting her remaining noodles. “My 
birthday is in spring! So how many months away is that? Can I have 
a party? Will it be sunny?” Her words sped up and her voice rose to 
a higher and higher pitch. Larry felt the back of his neck prickle with 
annoyance at the sheer volume his daughter was capable of. And 
then, with horror, he realized – she was still shaking out the salt as she 
rambled on.
 “Tally!” Said Larry sharply. “For Godsakes, THAT IS ENOUGH 
SALT!”
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“Oh Honey, I don’t know. This might offend people. We have a lot of 
religious friends, you know?” Donna was lying in bed, looking at Week 
Three. Larry poked his head out of the bathroom, where he was busy 
flossing. 
 “Well, JEEZ!” He said, smiling with a white string of floss stuck 
between his teeth. “You can’t joke about anything these days!” 
 “I mean... I guess the best artwork always upsets someone, right?” 
she answered thoughtfully. “I like the drawing of you, but I don’t think 
you’ve ever actually shoveled off our front steps. Now... that would be 
a sight to see.” 
 “Donna, you’re great at shoveling the steps! I don’t want to put you 
out of a job, do I?” He winked and blew her a kiss. 

saturday, february 23rd
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Donna was always complaining to Larry that she wanted to make new 
friends, forge new relationships. They had lived in the area for over 
five years, but had met few people their age. 
 “Larry, we need to reach out. I want to make some new 
connections, find new friends. We’re missing out. This is the era of 
dinner parties, of meeting other adults with kids the same ages as 
ours... the kids can play while we have stimulating adult conversation. 
Doesn’t that sound nice?” She looked at him with her most enthusiastic 
expression. They were out for a drink while the girls stayed home with 
Mariah, their babysitter from down the street.
 “Connecting?” Larry asked, stirring his gin and tonic. “I don’t want 
to spend any of my weekends cleaning or cooking for people. Trying to 
impress them, getting to know them, listening to them talk about their 
boring jobs. And don’t forget, every time we have anyone over, you 
always get so stressed about how our house is never clean enough.” He 
furrowed his brow, squeezed his lime, took a sip, and continued.  

saturday, february 23rd
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 “I don’t have time to make new friends! We see Sarah and Kenny 
often enough, sometimes Becca and Mike come over, you know... isn’t 
that enough? This is the time in our life to focus on family, and you 
know we’ve got a lot of family stuff scheduled already. There just isn’t 
time.”
 She tilted her head and looked at him across the table, over her 
glass of red wine. After a few seconds of hesitation, she decided it 
wasn’t the time or place to argue about this, and so she agreed with 
him and changed the subject. She realized she would have to tackle 
this challenge in her own way. And so, she quietly resolved to be on 
the lookout for potential new friends. 
 Now that Tally and Rachel were both in school full time, Tally 
in first grade and Rachel in fourth, rather than that ridiculous co-op 
preschool or half-day kindergarten that had dragged on for years, 
Donna was actually finding some time for herself. In January, she’d 
enrolled in a weekly yoga class. For years, she’d heard about how life 
changing it could be. Every magazine she picked up had an article 
about deep breathing, stretching, or yoga. The class was nice and 
small, just five people, and she had to admit that she did feel more 
“centered” after each session. 
 Last week, the teacher tried to improve Donna’s downward facing 
dog by lifting her hips while pressing on her lower back. Donna’s face 
contorted sarcastically and she locked eyes with another student who 
suppressed a laugh. Throughout the rest of the class, Donna watched 
this particular student, Grace, who appeared to have years of yoga 
under her belt. Her poses were strong and deep, her arms long and 
toned, her expression peaceful. Donna was intrigued.

 After class they started talking, and she learned that Grace lived on 
the other side of town, on a hill called Forest Ridge, and she happened 
to also have young children – two boys, five and eight. 
 While they walked out of the studio to their cars, Grace invited 
Donna and her family over for dinner. It was a casual invite, for an 
early dinner, on a Saturday afternoon. It was exactly what Donna had 
been hoping for. 
 But, she was nervous. She worried about how Larry would behave, 
and if he would be his positive, outgoing, making-friends self... or 
if he would display his other side – the quiet, annoyed, introverted, 
not-wanting-to-talk persona. She worried about how her kids would 
act, and if Tally would resort to her tantrum and biting behaviors. An 
awkward scene of them sitting around the table with their new friends, 
dinner being served, and Rachel refusing to take a single bite, also 
crossed her mind. 
 Naturally, she assumed Grace had a beautiful house and would 
cook a gorgeous dinner. She always figured that everyone else was 
better-dressed, healthier, more skilled at cooking, with a cleaner 
kitchen, vacuumed rugs, and just generally had their shit more 
together than she did. Usually, she was right.
 Finally, Saturday morning came, and Donna texted Grace. Can we 
bring anything? Bread? Appetizers? Dessert? Wine? Beer? We are looking 
forward to it! She realized this was last minute, of course, but she 
wanted to contribute. 
 The text reply came back a few minutes later: Oh no, we’re set, you 
just bring yourselves. We’re vegan so a lot of things you might find at the 
store we wouldn’t eat anyway.
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 Donna replied with a thumbs up and a smiley face emoji while 
she simultaneously shouted into the other room, “Larry... they’re 
VEGAN!”
 “Vegan? That’s just like, no meat right?” 
 “No, Larry, it’s no animal products. None at all.” 
 “Oh, that’s fine, I can go one night without my usual.” He answered 
nonchalantly. He was sunk deep in the family room couch drawing 
in his sketchbook. He didn’t feel like putting on a collared shirt or 
shaving. But since they were leaving in an hour, he reluctantly headed 
into the bathroom to shower. 
 After he completed his required grooming, he looked in the mirror 
and muttered to himself “Hmph. Not too bad.” He hummed the theme 
song from Rocky to himself as he finished getting dressed; hoping 
Donna would appreciate the effort. 
 As the Turners backed out of their driveway, Donna lowered the 
vanity mirror and checked her hair. She tilted her head to the right 
and left, making sure her ponytail was classy looking... yet at the same 
time, not trying too hard. As Larry guided their Subaru onto the street, 
they could hear Buster barking incessantly from inside the house. He 
was probably standing on the couch, Donna thought with a shudder. 
Tally waved out the window, cheerfully. “Bye-bye Buster, we’ll be back 
real soon!” 
 When they arrived at the provided address with Tally and Rachel 
in tow, (having been thoroughly lectured in the car to be polite and 
behave themselves) they were guided into an impeccably decorated 
Northwest Craftsman style house, fairly new construction, with 
a beautifully manicured lawn and two shiny hybrid SUV’s in the 
driveway. Out of the corner of her eye, Donna noted solar panels on 

the roof. She took a deep breath. Tried to appear relaxed. “Here we go” 
she said, grabbing Larry’s arm. 
 “Remember, this was your idea,” he replied under his breath, 
looking a little pale. 
 Grace and her husband Silas were friendly and warm, and very 
welcoming. Grace looked stunning in a long fern-print Maxi skirt and 
a vintage designer T-shirt, effortless and casual. Silas looked like he 
had just stepped out of a Patagonia catalog. 
 They served big glasses of delicious red wine right away, and 
had beautiful vegetable and hummus platters ready in the kitchen. 
The adults gathered around the marble island, and got to know each 
other, while the kids went upstairs to the play room. Everything was 
going great. Donna congratulated herself on finally making some new 
friends. They were fun, they were interesting. They seemed to have 
a few things in common. This could be the beginning of a long, close 
relationship!
 “So... vegan, eh? Is that difficult?” Larry asked Silas. Donna 
was curious too, but she didn’t have the guts to bring it up. Larry, 
somehow, had the ability to open the floodgates and get people 
talking. People were comfortable around him, because he asked lots 
of questions but rarely talked about himself. Silas was happy to share 
all the tenets of their vegan lifestyle, which they had been religiously 
following for almost three years. 
 “THREE YEARS?” Exclaimed Larry. “THREE? That’s over a 
thousand days without bacon, or eggs, or salmon or cheese. How do 
you do it, don’t you miss it?”
 “Cheese... that’s the hardest for me,” confessed Grace. 
“Sometimes... sometimes I just have to cheat a tiny bit. I’ll eat cheese on 
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trampoline, and hot tub. “Wow...” sighed Donna. “You must entertain 
a lot. This is absolutely beautiful!”
 Grace laughed lightly, a cascade of music notes. “Oh, it’s nothing 
really. Silas loves to garden and when we have family over we always 
light a big bonfire. In this climate, too, the hot tub really comes in 
handy during the rainy months. And how about last month, with all 
that snow! We used it all the time.”
 “We have one too, it’s great.” Donna said, but in her mind she was 
making a mental note about how their chemicals were always a little 
off and the fact that it was definitely time to change the water.
 “Dinner!” Called Silas from the kitchen and they all made their way 
to the beautifully set table.  
 The first course was roasted eggplant. Tally and Rachel refused 
to taste it. Donna took a generous helping and immediately felt her 
stomach begin to churn. Larry poured himself more red wine and 
hardly touched his food. 
 The second course was a vegetable soup, like a minestrone. That 
was good, since it was served with bread. Rachel and Tally ate almost 
the entire loaf of bread with just a few spoonfuls of soup.
 Larry was quiet for so long that Donna kicked him under the table. 
She was getting annoyed. She knew he didn’t like the food, but these 
were their new friends for godsakes, he could be polite. 
 “Mmmmmmmmm!” he said, with a bite of french bread in his 
mouth and his wine glass lifted precariously toward his mouth. 
      

a sandwich, or with some crackers... only when Silas isn’t around, of 
course. He doesn’t approve. It’s so... naughty!” And she winked at him 
with a big smile. Everyone laughed at the ‘naughty’ comment. 
 “Cheese... oh gosh, cheese... “ Silas continued. “Well, that’s the 
worst of all. I just watched a documentary about the protein in cheese, 
Casein, and they actually did some studies on rats, you know, and 
they learned that eating cheese stimulates the same receptors in your 
brain as HEROIN. That’s right, Cheese is like HEROIN. That’s why 
people love it so much, that’s why Americans especially are so, well... 
so addicted. They are actually addicted to it. I mean they eat so many 
dairy products, it’s over 30% of the average American diet, and they 
have no idea what they’re doing to themselves.”
 “Wow” breathed Donna. “That is so interesting! And, frightening! 
You know so much about all this... about food and nutrition. I could 
learn a few things. I’m really getting inspired. What else should I 
avoid, and why? I actually might want to try this!” 
 Larry, meanwhile, looked down at his stomach. It was just slightly 
bursting over the top of his belted jeans. If Donna were to start a 
lifestyle like this, well... he didn’t think he could survive it. He felt 
his heart race and his palms start to sweat. He took another fresh 
cucumber slice, dipped it into the creamy, garlicky hummus. He took 
a bite. It was OK, yes, it wasn’t bad. It was definitely fresh and healthy 
tasting. 
 But there was something missing. What he wanted was a big slice 
of sharp cheddar cheese. Or queso verde dip, the kind with green chilies. 
Maybe some nachos. Or pizza. 
 Before he could think up another cheese-inspired cuisine, they were 
ushered outside into the back yard, and shown the playhouse, garden, 
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 When the evening ended, they said tender goodbyes and promised 
to do it again soon.
 Larry, Donna, and the girls were finally in the car. They waved as 
they backed out of the driveway. Everyone was tired; the kids’ usual 
bedtime was eight thirty, and it was almost ten. 
 “Stop fighting!” Larry ordered the kids as he pulled out of the 
neighborhood onto the main road. They were already bickering about 
something. Then he turned and smiled at his family. “So, what did you 
guys think?” 
 “I didn’t like the dinner at all.” Rachel pouted. 
 “I’m tired. I’m sooooo tired.” Said Tally, in her high, whiny voice.
 Donna jumped in. “Well... sorry girls... but I am inspired! Eating 
healthy like that, eliminating so many animal products; good for the 
planet, good for us. I want to do more research and maybe get us on 
this train! What do you think?” She looked at each of them in turn, 
smiling eagerly. 
 There was a long pause. Then Larry said, “I’m hungry.”
 “ME TOO!” answered both girls.
 “Really?” Asked Donna. “I mean, I’m not hungry... but maybe I’m a 
little gassy... it could be that eggplant!”
 “Mom, don’t fart!” ordered Rachel.
 “What is eggplant, anyway?” Asked Tally. “It’s not an egg, from a 
chicken, is it?” 
 “No, definitely not. Because... that wouldn’t be vegan.” Donna 
already felt like an expert. 
 “So, girls... maybe some drive-through? Burgers or happy meals? 
Or tacos? What do you say?” Larry asked in an excited voice.

 “LARRY!” Admonished Donna. “We just came from a dinner party. 
We CANNOT go out for food, that’s rude!” 
 “They’ll never know! Who cares!” said Larry. 
 “YES! YES! YES!” cheered the girls.
 Realizing she was conquered, Donna slumped down in her seat. 
“Whatever you guys want, I guess. But get ready for some changes 
around our house. Changes to the way we eat. We could do a lot 
better. And I want everyone to try it with me, please, and have a good 
attitude! Be open!”
 She was met with silence.
 “I want McDonalds!!! Chicken McNuggets!!!!” Chanted Tally.
 Larry looked at Donna. Shrugged apologetically. Then, he steered 
the car toward the freeway, smiling as he looked into the distance 
where dozens of fast food signs rose out of the darkness, beckoning 
them. 
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“Hahaahaa! Now THIS ONE is funny!” Donna bent over, laughing out 
loud. Larry smiled. The sweet smile of victory.  
  “Wow, that’s the first one you’ve actually laughed out loud at! 
Maybe you’re starting to like comics after all?”  
  She looked at him, eyes shining with glee. “This is hilarious. I know 
where you got the idea too.  Oh my god Grace and Silas can NEVER 
see this.” She started laughing again. 
  “Who cares if they see it. I’m just so glad you like it!” Larry said. 
“Do you think I should add more cheese references? I mean, does 
it need more frames at the end? Like, should he be snorting mac n’ 
cheese powder or something?” 
  She started laughing all over again. “Ahhhhh hahahahaha” she 
cried. “No, don’t overwork it. It’s great. Leave it. I mean, you should 
really just start working on your next one.”
 Probably good advice, Larry thought to himself. He felt something 
he hadn’t felt in a long time. Maybe not for years. He felt... proud of 
himself. His comic was funny. Well, at least his wife thought so. And 
she didn’t even like comics.

wednesday, february 27th
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Larry came home early on Wednesday, leaving his design team to 
wrap up the day on their own. It was a rare treat because usually he 
felt he always had to be at work, checking up on everything. But today 
was fairly quiet, and the weather was nice. Take advantage, he said to 
himself. There aren’t many opportunities like this.  
 When he entered the house, all was quiet. Donna sat at the kitchen 
table, reading her latest mystery novel. “Oh, you’re home early!” 
she said with surprise. She looked a little sheepish... she had been 
indulging in some afternoon relaxation before dinner. 
 “Work was slow, decided to come see you guys!” Larry answered, 
giving her a kiss on the forehead. He put his briefcase and lunch box 
down, and noticed that the kids were nowhere in sight. Tally’s purple 
kindle, an open laptop, Rachel’s new ipad, Donna’s iphone, and a 
random X-box video game controller lay scattered across the living 
room. Donna was notorious for letting the kids use screen time to wind 
down after school. Larry didn’t approve, but then again, he didn’t have 
much influence on the daily routine since he was gone so much. In 

wednesday, march 6th
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general, he couldn’t believe how much technology had infiltrated their 
household. When he was a kid, he remembered coming home from 
school and drawing in his sketchbook, or playing sports outside. This 
next generation – they were different. They were just... addicted to that 
shit. 
 “The girls are in the hot tub!” Donna said, and Larry felt relief 
knowing that they were off their screens and getting some fresh air. He 
decided to join them. 
 After quickly changing into his worn-out swim trunks, he slowly 
lowered himself into the water.  
 “Dad! DAD you are so funny, that bathing suit is so lame!” Rachel 
said in her most insulting pre-teen voice.
 “Gosh Rachel, you haven’t even said hi to me and you’re already 
slamming my suit?” Larry answered, half-smiling. He was starting to 
get used to how sassy his daughters could be. At just six and ten, they 
seemed a little young to be so critical. Where were they picking this 
stuff up – at school? From their friends?
 “Oh my God, SOOOO sorry Dad. I’ll start again! Hi! How are you?” 
She quickly said, with a joking smile.  
 “I’m doing just fine.” Larry answered. “I am like, so stoked for the 
weekend! Are we gonna do some spring skiing?”
 “Dad... stoked? What does that, like, even mean?” Asked six-year-
old Tally, playfully, her head tilted up at him and her big brown 
eyes opened wide. She flipped her wet ponytail over her shoulder, 
mimicking her older sister.
 Larry laughed. He sometimes forgot that his slang words, although 
meaningful to him, had no place in the next generation’s vocabulary. 
 “Stoked means, you know... excited, ready, anticipating... like, fired 

up! Don’t you know what it means to stoke a fire?” He was sure they 
did. He had taken them on several camping trips.

“No.” The two girls answered simultaneously. 
 “Hmmm well, that’s ok.” He answered, but he felt a little 
disappointed and wondered if their outdoor education had been 
meaningless, lacking even a memorable vocabulary lesson.
 “What are the new, hip words you guys use at school? There must 
be some good ones, right?” He asked. He was genuinely curious. 
 “Uh...” Rachel answered. “Well, lemme see... there’s Ratchet, that 
means lame. Or there’s Lit. Like this party is so lit. Have you heard 
that one? And you definitely know Savage? Right? That one is like, 
everywhere right now!”
 “Yes, of course I know that word! You mean like a cave person or 
a wild animal, right? Somebody that needs to be civilized. Like you 
crazy kids!” He winked at them. He knew there must be more to the 
expression, he’d definitely heard it in the pop music the girls were 
always playing in the car. He had even overheard Rachel exclaiming 
that her friend was So Savage the other morning in the school drop-off 
line.
 “DAD!” they both yelled at him, looking annoyed. 
 “It means... like... totally COOL of course!” Rachel finished.
 Larry thought for a minute. “Are you sure? Savage sounds way more 
edgy than that. Are you sure there isn’t any sexual innuendo to that 
one?”
 “Dad! Ew, gross! You can’t say that!” Answered Rachel. 
 “What’s newendo?” Asked Tally.
 Larry sighed. “Never mind.” He said. 
 “Tell us more words from your childhood, Dad! They’re so weird!” 



58

Said Tally. 
 “Nah, that’s OK, let’s talk about something else.”
 Tally launched into a story about recess at school and how Anna 
was being mean. Rachel jumped in to talk about her dance class and 
the costumes and recitals coming up. Larry nodded and smiled at their 
stories but in his mind, he was making a mental list of lingo that he 
had used when he was their age. Rad, hella, bangin’, the bomb, dope. 
 Savage, that was interesting. It certainly brought a certain mental 
picture to mind. This next generation... their words seemed more 
violent somehow. 
 Maybe it was all the screen time. 
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Since Tally and Rachel were the main inspiration of his latest comic, 
Larry was excited to get their opinion. On Friday, he told his boss he 
had a dentist appointment, but instead he headed to the art supply 
store on his way home and picked up a new sketchbook and several 
high quality pencils. He was home by three, so he nabbed the girls as 
they walked in the door, right after school. “Hey – I want to show you 
something! Take a look at this!” He ceremoniously pulled the comic 
out of his briefcase, and laid it on the table between them. 
 He waited while they read it. 
 “Dad... that’s really cool. You made this?” Asked Rachel.  
  “Sure did. What do you think – be honest!”
 She smiled. “Ha-ha OK, whatever. Let me see... well at least it’s not 
too cringy. The drawings are great! The blood at the end is so epic.”
 Tally was quiet. “That’s not supposed to be me and Rachel, is it?” 
She asked, sounding worried.  
 Larry squeezed her shoulder. “Oh honey no, of course not...
or actually maybe it could be! In a few years – when you’re in high 
school!”  
 Tally looked up from the comic, wide eyed with concern. 
 “Are there zombies at high school?” She asked. 

friday, march 8th
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On Donna’s book club night, Larry always came home early from 
work to take Rachel to her weekly dance class. After making a snack, 
he sometimes had a few minutes to himself. Tally was at a friend’s for 
the afternoon so the house was much quieter than usual, Larry noticed 
with relief. Little Tally had an insanely loud voice for her size. While 
Rachel walked from room to room looking for her dance shoes and 
tights, Larry sat at the counter, doodling. 
 “Dad – what are you drawing – can I see?” Rachel asked, standing 
on her tip toes to see the high counter.
 “Nothing... just faces.” He showed her his cartoon series of fat men 
drooling, one of his favorite subjects. He had been drawing with blue 
ballpoint pen, on the back of a school flier. It was nothing special, he 
knew. But, being ten, she was impressed.
 “Dad you are SO GOOD at drawing! Why are you so good? Look 
at the beard on that one, and woah... this one is UGLY! I wish I could 
show my friends, you are just such a good artist, where did you learn 
this?”

monday, march 11th
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 He smiled back at her. It felt good to be complimented, even if it 
came from his daughter. 
 “I learned it...” he hesitated, not sure how to answer. “I learned it... 
just by practicing a lot. Same as you, with your dance routines. You 
gotta work hard to see progress. Now go get ready, I don’t want to 
be late! We leave in five minutes.” And he turned back to his fat man 
drawings.
 Suddenly he realized that if he had a few minutes to spare, maybe 
he should look back at his most recent comic. He had five done so 
far; it had been a little over a month. He had to admit, he was starting 
to feel better now that he was making some time for creativity. He 
opened his sketchbook and flipped to the most recent comic. 
 He read it. 
 He frowned. 
 Oh god, it wasn’t funny. It wasn’t even a little funny. He felt a 
heavy, sinking feeling in his chest. He read it again. 
 Mmmm. How strange. When he first had the idea, he thought 
it was really funny. So he sketched out the frames, worked on the 
dialogue. He really thought it was done. But no, looking now, he knew 
he was dead wrong.
 It was terrible.
 Feeling panicked, he started to flip through his sketchbook to find 
his earlier works. The week four comic was only mildly amusing. 
Maybe funny enough to make someone half-smile. Week two was 
embarrassing. The drawings weren’t even that good.
 What am I doing? He thought to himself. 

 With anxiety creeping in, and a new sort of fear that he couldn’t 
put his finger on, he yelled down the hall “RACHEL... WE’VE GOTTA 
GO. NOW.” And then he slammed his computer shut, found his keys, 
and walked out to the car. As he started the engine, he looked at the 
front porch mindlessly while he waited for Rachel to come out. And he 
pictured his artwork again.
 It was hopeless. Gutless. Pointless. 
 What had ever made him think that he could do this. Where did he 
even get this idea in the first place? Coming up with comic ideas was 
hard enough, and then the dialogue, and then the art. The really good 
artists had entire books filled with genius scenes. He’d been wracking 
his brain for weeks and had barely anything to show for it. 
 He thought about what he had worked on so far, and made a 
mental list of how to fix things. The punchlines were way off. The 
drawings would have to be more polished, but not so tight looking. 
He’d spent hours refining his original sketches, but now he wondered 
if maybe he’d spent too much time on each one. 
 The reality was, he wasn’t sure if they were even funny in the first 
place.
 Fucking great, he thought.
 Suddenly, Rachel ran to the car, tears in her eyes. “Dad! I didn’t 
know you were out here already, I couldn’t find you! I looked 
everywhere!” She said, accusingly. 
 His attention was so fiercely focused on his comics that he’d lost 
track of time. At this point, they would be late. But he didn’t have any 
room for empathy. He just felt annoyed. 
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 “Well, sorry, but calm down. It’s not that big of a deal. You’re fine – 
aren’t you?” 
 She sniffled. Shrugged. 
 “Honey, put your seat belt on.”  
 As they drove in silence, his mind was churning with self doubt. 
Should he just stop now? Donna wouldn’t like that. Did any of his 
ideas have merit? Could they be salvaged? Maybe he could start over 
with an entirely new drawing style. Or perhaps, he should just forget 
the drawing for now, and focus on writing the concepts first. Maybe he 
needed a friend – someone besides Donna – to critique what he had so 
far.
 No, that would be dumb. Nobody is ever honest. They’d just tell 
him it was funny, and probably pretend to laugh. 
 They pulled up to the dance center and Rachel jumped out of the 
car and ran in ahead of Larry. 
 He followed her, looking at his feet as he walked, and then found 
a place on the bleachers, where he pulled out his sketchbook. The last 
few times he’d been here he had been excited – so excited – about the 
comic idea. At every class he had sketched ideas or drawn the dancers 
to practice. He loved how good it felt to reawaken the creative side of 
his brain.
 Now, he flipped through the pages, seeing everything with new 
eyes. 
 It was all stupid. 
 He closed the book and put it on the bench behind him.
 Instead, he focused on the nine and ten year-old girls, as they 
followed their teacher’s movements, trying to perfect their own 
new art form. He noted their relaxation, their joy, their pure 

unconsciousness. They were just enjoying the music, loving the feeling 
of movement, and expressing themselves creatively. They all looked so 
proud and happy.  
 You naive, innocent, little ducklings. He thought to himself. You have 
no idea. You haven’t experienced self-doubt yet. 
 It completely, totally sucks. 
 Frustrated and without any resolution, he turned his mental 
attention to dinner. Takeout maybe, Thai food? Tacos? Definitely, he 
would need a strong drink. That would be the first order of business 
when he got home. 
 And, he would have to take a little break from comics. Or maybe a 
big one. 
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Larry, unfortunately, was on the seventh round of revisions for a 
client’s presentation deck design. Why is this client so fucking difficult! 
He leaned back in his ergonomic office chair and pressed hard on his 
aching right wrist. Only two o’clock? he thought to himself as he turned 
his attention to his email inbox.
 A new message from Donna came in, with the subject line – 
LATEST COMIC. 
  His heart jumped. He had scrapped his first attempt at the Week 
Six comic because even after multiple edits, it just wasn’t working. The 
second try was a little better, so he had waited a few days and then 
emailed it to Donna. He just didn’t have the heart for an in-person 
critique. The recent bout of self-doubt was still very fresh in his mind.
 He opened the email. LOVE IT! FAVORITE ONE SO FAR! 
 He smiled with relief. Getting some good feedback on his latest 
comic was exactly what he needed. He felt completely re-invigorated 
as he turned his attention back to his PowerPoint deck. This presentation 
is looking pretty damn good! He thought to himself. Just a few more tweaks 
and I can call this round done. The client is going to love this! I can feel it.
 Just then, his computer flashed blue and white pixels, bleeped, 
and froze. Larry waited, willing it to recover, but the screen remained 
unresponsive. His heart sank. He had just lost several hours of work. 
“FUCKING COMPUTER!” he swore under his breath. And then he 
threw his wireless mouse onto the floor, hard. The back panel popped 
out and the batteries flew in opposite directions.  
 “Everything OK over there?” Called Wanda, one of his co-workers. 
“Oh yeah, sorry... I just dropped something” Larry said, trying to 
sound calm. 
 He picked up the pieces, sat down, and got back to work. 

wednesday, march 13th
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Donna loved getting up early every morning, to make breakfast and 
pack lunches for the kids.  
 She made pancakes, waffles, french toast, or simple omelets for 
them, every chance she got. Really, it was unnecessary; the girls 
were just as happy with Honey Nut Cheerios. But Donna always went 
overboard and she truly enjoyed it.  
 It helped that she was a morning person.
 Larry, being more of a night owl, laid in bed until the last possible 
moment, and tried to avoid his wife’s morning routine with the kids. 
But on this rainy Thursday, he had an early meeting. As he gathered 
leftovers into a Tupperware and buttered his toast at the kitchen 
counter, he noticed the sack lunch Donna was packing. “That’s a lot of 
chips, isn’t there anything healthy they can eat for lunch?” He asked. 
 “Larry, of course there is, I just haven’t packed it yet! And by 
the way, if you want to take over with this, you’re welcome to.” She 
replied, bristling a little. He finished eating his toast standing up, and 
then came over to the table. “Tally! Use your napkin!” He said, as he 

thursday, march 21th
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saw his younger daughter wipe her cheek on the place mat.
 “Larry, gosh, you don’t need to snap at her!” Donna said 
defensively, her protective motherly instincts kicking in. 
 “Well, she needs to learn manners, she’s old enough to use a 
napkin! Just look at the floor, there are crumbs everywhere! And 
Rachel, stop tilting your chair, you need to sit straight!” 
 “Larry, my god, can you please lighten up? You’re acting like 
nobody can do anything right around here. Have a little empathy. 
They’re kids, they’re learning.” Donna said, taking a deep breath, 
trying not to yell. 
 He started to disagree, but then sighed. He looked at the circular 
oak table where his kids sat looking up at him. “I’m sorry... sorry girls. 
I just... I was raised with better manners, I guess. My parents always 
made a huge deal out of it. Your mom here, well, I guess she doesn’t 
care about that stuff as much.” And he winked at Donna, trying to 
make a joke out of it. 
 She saw the wink, but didn’t respond. Continued with her 
sandwich making. 
 Tally piped in, “Mom! Can you pour the syrup for me!” 
 Donna walked to the table, picked up the glass bottle of maple 
syrup, and asked Tally where she wanted it poured, and how much. 
 Larry heard this from the hallway, where he was putting his coat 
on. He walked back to the kitchen. “WHAT?” He said, aghast.  “Woah 
woah woah. Are you kidding me? When I was her age, I was packing 
my own lunches. Walking to school alone. Coming home and making 
myself a snack! She can pour her own syrup for godsakes!” His voice 
rose louder and louder, with his conviction. “If you always help these 
kids, they’ll never be able to do anything!” 
 Donna glared at him. 

 This was her domain – the kitchen, the morning, the breakfast 
making. Now she was angry. He was mucking up their entire 
routine, their peaceful rhythm. He was interrupting everything they 
usually did, which worked fine, to criticize her and the kids and offer 
parenting advice. 
 A tiny part of her knew he might have a point – her tendency was 
to helicopter, and over-nurture, and worry too much. She was working 
on those things; trying to be more aware, and trying to encourage the 
girls to do things on their own when they could. But in her opinion, 
this was definitely not the time or place. She stood her ground.
 “Larry! It is a new bottle of syrup, it is heavy, it is difficult to open, 
and that stuff is expensive! The last thing we need is for her to spill out 
half the bottle on her plate! And that’s happened before!” 
 “Donna, Donna...” he answered, “don’t you see? You’re doing 
everything for them, EVERYTHING! If you don’t let them learn from 
their mistakes, take ownership for what they’re doing... they’ll never 
grow up. Right? Aren’t I right?” He looked back and forth from Rachel 
to Tally.
 Tally stared at him, wide-eyed, holding a fork full of pancakes 
without syrup. She was frozen. 
 “Tally. Go ahead. You can do this. You don’t want your mom to do 
everything for you, right? You’re independent!”
 Rachel interrupted. “Dad, I can pour it! Give it to me!” 
 He gave the bottle to Rachel. “Have at it, honey,” he smiled into her 
confident, ten-year-old face. 
 She lifted the glass bottle and began to pour. The perfectly warmed, 
petite, $14.99 bottle of syrup flowed out onto her plate. She didn’t 
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have the control or the timing to stop it. The amber liquid gathered 
momentum. As Donna had predicted, half of the bottle spilled out over 
her two carefully browned pancakes. Larry yanked the bottle up, out 
of her hand, but it was too late. Rachel started gasping. “I’m sorry I’m 
sorry I’m sorry! Oh I can’t eat these! Too much, way too much syrup!!” 
she said, in a panicked tone.
 “Larry.” Donna said. She was trying to stop herself from yelling, 
and trying to sound reasonable. “See what I mean? Sometimes they 
do need some help. I want them to be independent too, but you can’t 
make it happen in five minutes! And by the way, don’t you have to get 
to work?” She gave him a glare. 
 He sighed but he wasn’t ready to give up. He didn’t answer Donna, 
and instead he turned to Rachel. “Honey, I’m sorry, but if you never 
spill it you never learn, right? Right?”
 “Daddy, I get it!” said little Tally, suddenly. “You want Mom to stop 
doing everything for us. But she doesn’t do everything. She does the 
things we need, she’s great! Mom you’re great! But we’re too young to 
pour our own syrup, even I know that. And I’m only six. “ She stared at 
him with a strict expression a little too Donna-like for him to stomach. 
He stared back, shocked. 
 “Whatever, you guys, I guess I’ll let you handle this, sounds 
like you definitely have it handled.” He finally said abruptly, 
heading toward the front door. Rachel was holding back tears in the 
background, she hated arguing of any kind. Donna was trying to 
rescue the syrup from the over-flowed plate by pouring it into a glass 
measuring cup. She tried to soothe Rachel by offering to make a few 
more pancakes, so she’d have fresh ones. With the perfect amount of 

syrup. 
 “Are you serious? You’re making more for her?” Yelled Larry from 
the hall. 
  “LARRY! GOODBYE!” She yelled, louder, from the kitchen. The 
door slammed. 
 Donna counted to ten, breathing deeply as she walked slowly back 
to the kitchen where the kids sat in silence. She dumped Rachel’s 
soaked pancakes into Buster’s bowl; he came running from under the 
table where he always sat at mealtimes waiting for scraps. Then, she 
turned to the griddle and poured six perfect circles of creamy batter. 
 “Mom! I want more pancakes too! Make them into shapes, I want 
dinosaurs and a star!” Ordered Tally from the table. 
 “No! It’s too late! I’ve already poured the batter!” Donna answered, 
sounding more angry than she intended. 
 “And... I have done quite enough for you girls this morning!”
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Larry opened the wide flat file drawer in his home office, where he 
kept his finished comics. Week Seven laid on top. He chuckled to 
himself. This was one of his best, he thought. Something about the 
brevity, the setting, and the two-panel design. Or, maybe it had to do 
with his newfound ability to make fun of himself. He pulled the paper 
out, thinking that now would be the perfect time to show Donna. 
This comic, he felt, perfectly captured one of their longest-standing 
disagreements as parents.  
 But something stopped him. He wasn’t sure how she’d feel about 
the way he had portrayed her. What if she didn’t like it? Didn’t agree? 
Felt offended? 
 He put it back into the drawer. 

saturday, march 23rd
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Buster was missing again. 
 Donna paced their yard, calling loudly, feeling embarrassed that 
the neighbors might hear her. This wasn’t the first time. There was a 
broken board in the fence that Larry hadn’t fixed in months. Buster 
was supposed to stay inside when nobody was home, but it seemed 
like someone in the family always forgot and let him out into the yard. 
 So, this was actually the fourth time that their adorable, 
rambunctious, Beagle/Golden Retriever/Aussie – and God knows what 
else – three-year-old adopted pound dog had run away. She figured 
he was out for a roam or a big run, since he really didn’t get enough 
exercise in their medium-sized backyard, or on their daily walks. 
 After calling his name for awhile in the yard, she walked up and 
down the road. When it was time to meet the girls at their school bus 
stop, he still hadn’t shown up. 
 “Hi girls! How was your day?” Donna said cheerfully, forcing 
herself to smile, making herself forget about the Buster situation. 

tuesday, march 26th
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 She gave them hugs, and took their backpacks. “Can we have 
nachos for a snack?” Tally asked. 
 “Mmmm YES...” Rachel answered. They brainstormed what 
toppings could go on microwaved nachos. Donna felt a twinge of guilt 
as she remembered her pledge from a few weeks ago to start eating 
healthier. After the dinner with Grace and Silas, she had vigorously 
attempted to eat more vegetables, make foods from scratch, and avoid 
so much salt. It had gone pretty well for a few weeks. But keeping 
fresh produce in the house and avoiding cheese proved highly time-
consuming. The microwave... it was so darn fast and convenient for 
times like this. After all, she was hosting dinner for Larry’s parents 
tonight, and still had an entire meal to prepare. 
 When they arrived home, the girls didn’t even notice Buster was 
missing. Great, she thought. Why do we even have a dog? It’s a lot of 
work to feed him, walk him, pick up piles of poop in the yard, take him to 
the vet for shots and check ups... the kids were supposed to help. Larry 
was supposed to help. But Donna felt like she did the bulk of the 
Buster tasks. For a split second, she wondered if she’d be devastated 
or relieved if he didn’t return. She quickly erased the thought, 
hating herself for ever having it. Buster was their family dog. Their 
responsibility. 
 Luckily, on his furry and usually smelly brown and white neck, he 
wore a red leather collar. From the collar hung a metal tag. Buster, with 
her cell phone number on the back. It was probably just a matter of 
time until someone called. Hopefully. 
 She busied herself with dinner. For an hour or so, she forgot about 
the Buster situation altogether. The girls were playing a game in Tally’s 

room and Larry wasn’t home yet. She had the kitchen to herself, and as 
she chopped celery, she thought about the upcoming PTA bulletin that 
she had volunteered to write. It was such a pleasant, quiet afternoon 
that she jumped when her phone rang. A number she didn’t recognize. 
Buster!
 “Hi... I think I have your dog? The tag says Buster? Black and 
brown, medium sized? 
 “Oh gosh, yes! Thank you!” Donna exhaled into the phone, her 
heart pounding with relief.
 “He was running down 236th street and weaving through traffic. 
Good thing he wasn’t hit! I figured he might be lost so I picked him up. 
Do you live around here? Can you come get him?” 
 Of course she could. They chatted for a moment, figuring out the 
logistics for the meeting, and then, trying to hide her frustration, she 
called down the hall “Girls! We have to take a drive!”
 “Why?” Tally protested. “We’re playing a game!” 
 “I know, I know...” Donna said. “I’m sorry. Buster ran away today 
and we have to go get him.” 
 “AGAIN?” Asked Rachel, with big eyes and a disapproving 
expression. 
 She walked the girls through a light drizzle and into the car. As she 
drove, she felt like a neglectful pet owner; a bad person.  
 “Mom, why does Buster always run away?” Asked Tally, which 
didn’t help. 
 She contemplated. They took him for walks. He sat on the rug at 
their feet when they watched TV. The girls sometimes fed or brushed 
him – it was a good way to learn responsibility. They had a fenced yard 
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for him to play fetch in. Except, the fence had that broken spot where 
he just kept getting out. Dammit! Larry needed to fix that. ASAP. 
 When they arrived back home with Buster in tow, she saw that 
Larry’s parents had already arrived and Larry wasn’t home yet. Great, 
she thought to herself. She didn’t have appetizers out yet and she 
had paused her beef stew when she got the Buster call. Now, she’d be 
disorganized, trying to finish cooking while visiting and setting the 
table at the last minute. And Buster was wet, and dirty, and would 
have to be toweled off before coming into the house. The damn dog!
 “Grandma! Grandpa!” The girls yelled and jumped out of the car. 
Donna smiled as everyone embraced. Larry’s parents lived a few hours 
away, and they didn’t come on a weeknight very often. 
 In the warm house, after drying Buster off, they ate cheese and 
crackers and caught up on family news. Donna opened a nice bottle 
of red wine, one she had been saving, and poured herself a generous 
glass. It was delicious. Everything was great, except... she kept getting 
whiffs of that dirty-wet-dog smell. She cringed when she saw faint, 
muddy dog prints around the kitchen. She apologized for Buster when 
he begged food from her father-in-law’s hand. “It’s fine,” he promised, 
“I love your lil’ Buster!”
 Donna thought about putting Buster outside in the yard, but then 
he’d just whine at the door. She almost put him in the garage, but then 
he’d just go out the doggy door, and maybe even run away again. 
Buster is a member of the family she reminded herself. 
 Larry arrived at six thirty, right on time. In the front hall entry, 
Donna explained what had happened with Buster, trying not to sound 
too angry. 

 “Larry. You let Buster out this morning and he ran away again. You 
have got to fix the fence!” 
 He frowned. “Really? Oh I didn’t let him out, I wouldn’t have done 
that. Gosh honey, I’m sorry you had to deal with that.” He reached out 
to give her a hug, but her body was stiff and her eyes narrowed.
 “Donna! Smells like something might be burning!” Called 
Grandma, cheerfully. 
 Shit. She’d left the burner on high. She ran into the kitchen to 
rescue the stew. Buster was in her way, laying down in the middle 
of their cream colored living room rug. She almost tripped over him. 
“Buster... move, dammit!” She muttered.
 Larry, feeling a little sorry for the dog, knelt down to pet him on 
the head – his one dry and clean spot. He loved Buster. Growing up, he 
had always wanted a dog but was never allowed to have one, so Buster 
occupied a special place in his heart. It definitely helped that he rarely 
had to do any actual pet care. And, gosh, Buster could have been hit by 
a car today! He could have been killed!
 Larry felt genuinely guilty for not fixing the fence already, and for 
not being around to help with the whole situation. He leaned his head 
in close to Buster’s ear. “Buster, why do you keep doing this? Can’t 
you just stay home? This is your place. Don’t you have a good life? You 
need to stop running away. You are making things really hard for us! 
Especially for Donna!”
 He realized his parents were watching him. “Hi, Larry, did you 
want to have a conversation with us tonight? Or just with your dog?” 
Asked his mom, smiling. 
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 Everyone laughed except Donna, who was out of patience. “Larry, 
you know he can’t understand a word you’re saying.”
 Rachel and Tally disagreed. 
 “Mom! Of course he can! He’s really smart, I think he knows 
everything we’re saying.” said Rachel. 
 Tally added, “I wish he could talk! I wish we knew what he was 
thinking!”
 Larry looked at Buster, splayed out on the carpet, mouth open 
and sharp white teeth displayed, tongue lolling to the side, breathing 
heavily. Tiny spots of mud were drying in his long belly fur and 
making their way onto the white carpet. Donna would have a cleaning 
fit after his parents left. Did Buster know all the stress he was causing? 
Larry stood up, giving the dog a final pat, and joined his family.
 They gathered at the table, and Donna served the stew. 
Everyone was hungry, and they ate while showering her with vague 
compliments. The kids were silent – they were more sensitive to the 
slightly burned taste that permeated the meat, peppers, and broth. 
They pushed it around their bowls and hardly ate any. As Donna 
cleared the table, being careful not to apologize for overcooking things 
(a chef should never apologize, she had read once in her Gourmet 
magazine), she collected the leftovers into one bowl and decided that 
Buster would eat it for his dinner, when everyone left. 
 After heartfelt goodbyes and promises to reunite with Larry’s 
parents soon, the kids were finally in bed. Donna put the bowl of 
leftovers down in the kitchen, and Buster looked up at Donna and 
Larry, as if asking permission. His eyes seemed to say, what a treat, are 
you sure? Then he turned his attention to the brown stew and gobbled 
it in quick, anxious bites.

 In the back of her mind, Donna remembered being told by the vet 
to avoid feeding Buster table food.  
 Larry drank his last sip of wine and sighed. “Isn’t it great the way 
Buster can eat those leftovers, and we don’t have to put them down the 
garbage disposal or into a landfill? I’m so glad somebody found him 
today. I’m soooo glad he’s okay. Aren’t you glad?”
 Donna nodded. She was also very grateful and relieved. She 
reached down toward Buster, who was now nuzzling her legs and 
breathing heavily, and she gave him that hard scratch behind the 
ears that he loved the most. He looked up at her with pure devotion 
and love. In that moment, she couldn’t help smiling back at him. 
But mostly, she was extremely tired from the long afternoon spent 
searching for Buster, preparing dinner, engaging in conversation with 
her in-laws, and the marathon bedtime routine that Tally still required 
every night. 
  “I’m happy, Larry, really. I’m so glad Buster is back. If you don’t 
mind though, I’m going to bed.”
       

 It was the middle of the night, around two AM, when Larry 
woke up to a loud retching, wheezing, gagging sound. Buster was on 
Larry’s side of the bed, his favorite place to sleep, and he was vomiting 
leftover beef stew all over the carpet. 
 Startled, disgusted, and confused... and still half asleep, Larry 
jumped up out of bed. He almost stepped into the mess. He started 
trying to find his way to the bathroom in the dark, to get towels. But 
this was going to take much more than towels, he knew. “Buster!” he 
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whispered in a yelling voice, trying not to wake Donna. “Buster!? Are 
you fucking kidding me!!!!????” He heard Donna roll over and moan 
something. 
 Buster looked up, his nose inches above the mushy pile on the 
carpet. His big brown eyes said the most heartfelt sorry as his bushy 
tail wagged.
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“Ha, ok, this is funny, Larry, but it also makes me kind of mad.” 
Donna took a sip of her Margarita and looked at Larry, brow furrowed.  
 “Mad? Why?” He sat back and raised his eyebrows. This was the 
last thing he expected to hear. It was a comic, for godsakes.  
 They were out for a family dinner at the Mexican restaurant in 
town. Since they had finished eating, Tally and Rachel were playing a 
game on Larry’s iphone – a rare privilege – so that Larry and Donna 
could discuss the latest comic. 
 “Well...” she continued. “I guess I’m still upset about the Buster 
thing. I just feel like it’s not fair that I pretty much do everything to 
take care of our dog, and when he runs away it’s always on me to 
go find him, and when he comes inside the house trailing dirt and 
pine needles I’m the one that sweeps it up. So... your comic is funny 
but maybe it just hits too close to home. The other night... that was 
disgusting. I know you tried to clean it up but you kind of failed. The 
next morning, I had to work on that stain for hours.” 
 He frowned. He had done his best. And, not everyone’s cleaning 
standards were as high as Donna’s. For crying out loud, their carpet 
looked just fine. 
 “Ok, well, I’m really sorry you feel that way. I guess maybe I’ll 
show it to someone else, someone who isn’t always mad at me.” He 
knew he sounded childish but he didn’t care. 
 He left in a huff to warm up the car.

friday, march 29th
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It wasn’t often that Larry and Donna had a date night, but clearly 
they needed one. Between his long days at work and Donna’s doting 
attention to the kids, it seemed like they had barely talked to each other 
lately. It was Saturday and Larry’s parents had offered to take the girls 
overnight.
 With much anticipation, Donna brainstormed various ideas for a 
special evening out. She looked to see what movies were playing at the 
theater in town. She googled activities in the area. Maybe a ballroom 
dance lesson, or a guided bicycle tour through the hills? Possibly a 
trivia night at the new pub downtown? After all, she had recently read 
in her Psychology Today magazine that the secret to an emotionally 
intimate, quality relationship is sharing new experiences together.
 However, when it came down to it, she was just too tired to do 
anything ambitious. They had spent the majority of the day getting 
the girls packed and on their way, cleaning the house, and debating 
restaurant choices – without reaching any sort of consensus. 

saturday, march 30th
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 “Donna, remember how it used to be?” Asked Larry, when 
they were finally seated at their dining room table during the late 
afternoon. “We used to do so many things! We’d go downtown and 
see live music, or meet up with friends... every night was like, a new 
adventure. What happened to us? I mean, I know it’s nice to have the 
house to ourselves, but isn’t this a little boring? The kids are gone, we 
should take advantage and get out of here!” He proclaimed. 
 He was feeling good, he was on his second beer. He didn’t really 
care where they went, he just knew he didn’t want to stay in. He was 
sick of the house; the same dining room table, the same dishes. 
 “I know, I know...” Donna answered, smiling and sipping from her 
glass. She, on the other hand, was still thinking that staying in sounded 
nice; maybe she could even cook something easy. And after that, 
maybe they would just watch a movie in the rec room. 
 “We used to have such great times.” Larry continued. “When we 
first got together, you were always excited to spend time with me. I 
was like... your favorite person. Remember that?”
 Now, Donna was starting to feel a little criticized. A tiny bit 
offended. 
 “Larry, come on, I’m tired! It’s been a very busy week! The girls 
with all of their activities, and keeping the house up... it takes a lot out 
of me! You can’t expect me to just, I don’t know, flip the switch and be 
the girl I used to be! That was years ago. And really, what is it that you 
even want, that you feel like you’re missing? Things are just... different 
now.” 
 This was bordering on a confrontation, and she regretted it. Why 
did Larry have such different expectations from her own? She wanted 
rest, and relaxation, and just to feel like nobody needed anything from 

her. Was that too much to ask? She took a sip of her beer. And then she 
contemplated the whiskey in their liquor cabinet. Getting a little drunk, 
maybe finally having sex – the kind where she could just lie there – 
sounded pretty good. Instead of cooking, they could order takeout. 
What was wrong with a quiet night at home?
 But, suddenly in the back of her mind was a memory. It took some 
effort to unearth it, to get it to the forefront of her mind, to understand 
it. Suddenly, she saw his point. She got up, went to the kitchen. She 
didn’t want to argue. This was their date night. Grabbing a big glass 
of water, she returned to the dining room, giving Larry’s shoulder a 
friendly squeeze on her way back to her seat. 
 “Larry... I do remember. I remember how it used to be. When we 
first met, I just wanted to be with you so much! I was crazy about 
you. I was like, pulling out all the stops... always on my best behavior, 
trying to seem fun and easy going. Trying to be cute.”
 She sat up higher in her chair, leaned forward. 
 “Remember how, for your birthday... that time... I even did a strip 
tease! Do you remember that?” She giggled. “We were in a cheesy 
hotel, in that little town. I forget the name of it. I totally surprised you. 
You didn’t know what to do with me! You were shocked! I used to do 
that shit all the time. Like some sort of mating ritual. Well, not all the 
time. But I mean... I put in a lot of effort. A LOT.” 
 She could see Larry’s eyes growing wider as he remembered the 
scene. He looked at her with tenderness, and with appreciation.  
 She continued, “I wanted you to be my mate – I was like an animal 
in heat, or a bird in the spring... I was trying to catch you! It’s so 
obvious now, looking back on it. I guess it must be biological. I guess 
things really are different now. I’m sorry, I’m letting you down.” She 
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looked at him, seeing him clearly as if for the first time – a man with 
his own needs, not just a punching bag for the kids and a provider for 
their family. He was a living, breathing creature with fantasies and 
desires. Desires not only for physical affection but also for affirmation, 
love, and recognition.
 She used to be able to provide that. But somewhere between the 
kids, the house, their activities, his work... the cleaning and cooking... 
somewhere along the way, their relationship had taken a back seat. All 
that effort she used to put in felt like a distant memory. Just thinking 
about it, and how much things really had changed, she felt so sad she 
thought she might cry. A feeling of grief and loss overcame her.
 Larry, being the stand-up husband he was, noticed. He got up from 
his chair, and went to her.
 “Donna! It’s OK, It’s OK – it’s totally fine! I love you. I love our 
life together. I’m totally satisfied. Don’t feel bad, the past is the past! 
Things are different, we’re older and we just have other priorities right 
now. Please don’t worry. Sure, sometimes I think it might be nice to 
get out of the house, go to a nice dinner, or maybe...yea, you know... 
try something different in the bedroom. But no pressure! Totally no 
pressure! I know it’s a date night and all, but we spend plenty of time 
together. Whatever we do is fine with me. Really.” He gave her a hug, 
tender and long. The hug a best friend might give. Not the embrace of 
a lover. 
 She appreciated the gesture, and she nudged his face up out of her 
shoulder, and looked at him. Before saying anything, she kissed him, 
first on his cheek and then on the lips. “I love you. I do! You are the 
best... and I’m sorry I don’t tell you, or show you more often... you 
deserve that.” 

 Larry smiled at her. “Donna, seriously, it’s fine. Let’s just take it 
easy tonight. Watch a movie, play a game, you know. Whatever you 
want.” 
 Larry was always so supportive and loving. She loved that about 
him. But at the same time, his words made her feel like a failure. She 
needed to step it up a notch. I mean, what was she, an old lady? No, 
not yet. She went to the kitchen, poured the whiskey – a generous 
amount, and then added two ice cubes. She walked over to her 
husband and reached for his hand.
 “Remember that strip tease? I think I might still have the scarves 
from it. Want to come with me and see?” And she winked at him. 
 Like an eager puppy, he followed her, hardly able to believe his 
good fortune. 
 Staying in for the evening would be totally fine, he decided as he 
shut the bedroom door behind them.
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Donna had a few minutes before the girls got home, and when she 
checked her email she was surprised to find a new message from 
Larry. WEEK NINE it said, with a heart emoji in the subject line. 
Interesting, she thought. 
 She opened the attachment and read the comic. Then she read it 
again. Then, once more. Mmmmm. She thought to herself, I thought I 
was starting to like comics. But this one confused her. Was it about their 
relationship? About her? Was she even reading the panels in the right 
order? And why were birds involved? 
 I’m overthinking it, she told herself. Even if she missed something, 
she was just glad that she and Larry were getting along better. She 
thought for a few minutes, and then wrote back. 
 HI HON, IT’S GREAT. I ALWAYS KNEW YOU LIKED ME FOR MY 
MIND, NOT JUST MY HOT BODY. 
 Satisfied, and even feeling a bit clever, she hit send. 

thursday, april 4th
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It had been a slow but steady march toward spring. In April, the 
Turner’s finally started to enjoy some nicer days. The rain continued 
sporadically, but things started to grow, and the sun came out 
occasionally. 
 When a sunny Saturday finally arrived, Larry suggested they pack 
a picnic and take it to nearby Lake Washeetoo. The lake was a clear 
and cold blue, the picnic areas usually didn’t get too crowded during 
spring, and the views of the nearby mountains were breathtaking. 
 With unusual energy, Larry packed lunches, chairs, blankets, and 
some toys and games for the girls. They piled into the car and headed 
down the road. 
 “Larry, what a great idea to get out today! It’s so... sunny!” Said 
Donna on the way up the winding road to their destination. 
 “I know. Isn’t it great? After this long winter I just feel like I’m 
really ready for some sunshine! Some good ole Vitamin D!” As if 
on cue, he swerved, almost crossing the center line of the two-lane 
highway when the sun blinded him, leaving his eyes with a white 

saturday, april 13th
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afterglow. He lowered his driver-side visor and asked Donna to find 
sunglasses. 
 “Too bright!” Tally whined from the back. Clearly, they weren’t 
accustomed to spring yet. 
 When they got to the lake, they unpacked and carried their picnic 
materials to a chosen spot. It took several trips. By the time the blanket, 
food, drinks, and cooler were set up, Larry began to regret his daytime 
activity idea. Outdoor activities sounded like so much fun. But really, 
they were always so much work. 
 He was on his fourth trip back from the car, lugging the last of their 
gear, when he stopped for a moment in the grassy picnic area with two 
camp chairs digging into his shoulders, and looked at his girls. They 
were stepping cautiously into the ice cold water’s edge, laughing and 
gently pushing each other. It was too early in the season to swim, for 
sure, but they were still experiencing the thrill of nature; they were 
enjoying something different. He smiled and felt proud as he watched 
them. 
 But then, interrupting his peaceful reprieve... the first joyful 
moment he’d had since his decision to start this excursion... was 
Donna.
 “Larry. Larry! Don’t you think they need sunscreen? I really didn’t 
realize it was going to be this sunny today. Is there any sunscreen in 
the car? Maybe the glove compartment? I just don’t want them to get 
burned. Look at their cheeks and their arms. Already pink? Or is that 
just from running and being a little hot, do you think?”
 He felt his momentary elation draining quickly. He frowned as it 
was replaced by the daily work of parenting and staying married. “I’ll 
go look in the car,” he said neutrally, knowing it would be no use to 

argue. With his head down in resignation, he set the heavy chairs at 
his feet and turned around to start walking back toward the far-away 
parking lot. 
 “Thanks hon, Rachel has her dance performance in a few weeks, 
and I just don’t want her burned or peeling! Plus... it’s not good for 
any of us to have too much sun exposure. You know what they say 
these days. Love ya!” And she laid back on her blanket, in the shade, 
thumbing through her paperback to find the spot where she had left 
off.
 Larry marched slowly to the car, his steps hitting the ground more 
heavily as he got closer. There was no sunscreen in the car, he knew. 
He had cleaned the car during winter and thrown away two small 
travel bottles, because they were expired. Now, he’d probably have to 
drive all the way to the closest gas station to buy some. A little sunburn 
never killed anyone, he thought to himself. He’d been burned numerous 
times as a kid. He had that weird mole... yes... but they were watching 
that. It was probably nothing. 
 After checking the car, and finding no sunscreen, Larry headed 
back towards Donna. He really didn’t want to start an argument, but 
he was ready to relax and didn’t want to go on another errand. He 
lifted his chest and raised his chin. He felt like he was entering a sort 
of battlefield. There would be no sun protection today, he thought 
resolutely.
 Mentally, he prepared. He planned to mention that it was late in 
the day and early in the season, so the sun’s rays weren’t as strong. 
He recalled various headlines he had read about how exposure to 
natural light was good for overall mood and promotes healthy sleep. 
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Also, he had recently skimmed an article about the chemicals found in 
sunscreen, and their possible carcinogenic properties. Briefly, he even 
considered bringing up their family doctor’s advice. But in fact, the 
doctor had advised constant, everyday sunscreen use – SPF 15 or over.
 Ultimately, after a short and slightly heated discussion back at 
the family picnic spot, he was back in the car on the way to the gas 
station, to buy sunscreen. He was disappointed. But he also knew that 
Donna would never forgive him if the children were sunburned and 
miserable. That’s how it was with her. She anticipated every danger, 
every possible mishap that might happen. She was always controlling 
and managing things. Why did everything have to be so thought-
out, he wondered. He wished that once – just once – she could be 
spontaneous. Take a risk. But on the other hand, where would they be 
without Donna? Her meticulousness kept the family safe and sound. 
This trip to the store was the least he could do.
 After buying two sunscreens: a spray-on and a lotion, he walked 
back to his car. Looking up at the sun in the cloudless, blue sky he 
thought, what the heck, and applied some lotion to his forehead and 
nose. 
 The drive back to the lake was uneventful. Radio stations were 
static this far from town, so he drove in silence. When he parked and 
walked back to their picnic spot, he felt a slight chill. 
 He looked up just as the last sliver of sun fell behind Mt. 
Washington.
 They were in shade.
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“Donna, I think I went overboard with this one. I got carried away. 
I mean, those last three bottom panels... are those even necessary?” 
Larry asked, looking concerned. For some reason, he felt highly 
invested in Week Ten. He had never actually been to counseling, but he 
wondered if maybe he should try it. 
 As Donna read it again, he waited, clenching his fists. Could I be 
getting worse at making comics? Maybe I’ve already peaked. he scolded 
himself, silently. It will all be downhill from here. You always fucking 
overwork things!
 “No... not at all.” Donna finally answered. “Larry, you nailed it. I 
mean, that’s the reality – right? We’re all gonna die, so why sweat the 
small stuff.”
 With that new perspective, he resolved to stop taking his comics so 
seriously. 

sunday, april 14th
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Rachel’s dance team required that she participate in two competitions 
a year. One was local, and the other was about an hour away, in a town 
called Mason. This was the third year that the Turner family had made 
the trip. It was always a long day.
 Larry somewhat resented these commitments, and furthermore, 
he couldn’t stand the family culture at the convention center where 
competition was held. Moms ran around with suitcases full of 
costumes and makeup. Girls as young as five wore spangles and bikini 
tops. There was a lot of bare flesh and fake eyelashes. Parents walked 
around like zombies, sipping cups of coffee or energy drinks with 
blank looks as they waited for their child to take the stage.
 Donna was backstage with Rachel while Larry sat in the back corner 
of the auditorium, using his phone to catch up on work emails. Tally 
was next to him, fidgeting in her chair. “When’s Rachel going on? How 
much longer?” She asked every two minutes. His skin was crawling 
with the constant interruptions; every time he started to read, she was 
pulling on his sleeve or bouncing up and down and talking to him. 
 He put his phone away, sighed and looked blankly at the stage, 
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forgetting Tally’s question for a minute. Then he pulled his phone out 
again, to check the time and the performance schedule that had been 
emailed last night.
 “She goes on in about ten minutes. Not much longer. Here, I’ll 
watch the next few acts with you. We can pretend we’re the judges, 
won’t that be fun?” He forced a smile. Tally clapped excitedly. 
 The next act was fast moving, to a pop song he didn’t recognize 
– the girls looked about 11 or 12, and he marveled at the way some 
of them were so short and young looking while others looked like 
teenagers. They wore bright green leotards with feathers placed all 
over their bodies, and masks over their eyes. Gold crowns and long 
black gloves completed the look. Larry gathered that there was a 
bird theme to the dance, but he couldn’t help thinking that the whole 
spectacle looked a little ridiculous. 
 “Don’t you think this is all just for show, all the costumes and 
stuff?” He asked Tally. He continued, “I mean... it’s cool that they 
learned the dance and they’re really good dancers, but why do we 
need all this fanfare? It’s kind of... absurd. They should just wear their 
regular dance leotards instead of all this frilly stuff.” 
 Tally frowned. “Dad, no, it’s cool! Look at them, look how pretty 
they are? Don’t you think so? And they probably love dressing up 
together and being on stage. Rachel loves it, right?” 
 He tried to improve his attitude. “Yes, of course, it’s great. Just two 
more acts until her group is up.” He settled down lower in his chair, 
trying to get comfortable. His pants were feeling a bit tight, and so he 
shifted the position of his belt. 
 The next act was more of a musical theater piece, with singing 

and dancing. The kids ranged in age from ten to fifteen, he guessed. 
The costumes were... maybe 1920’s Great Gatsby era? He liked the 
flapper dresses and the furry looking scarves. It was impressive that 
the kids were singing while they danced, although some of them were 
definitely way off key.
 Finally, it was time for Rachel’s group. They had prepared a 
complicated modern dance, and all eleven of them moved gracefully in 
their gray silken-drapery leotard things. One girl in the group, Monica, 
was a gymnast and was able to do back and front walkovers. The 
crowd cheered. Larry’s heart swelled with pride just watching Rachel... 
he knew how long and hard she had practiced. And, he loved seeing 
the smile on her face. He hoped she’d stick with dance – she really had 
a passion for it. He would remember this moment.
 “Oh shit.” Larry whispered. He had promised Donna that he would 
take a video. He fumbled for his phone and tried to zoom in and 
capture the performance. But the act was almost over and once he was 
holding the phone, he was so focused on keeping it steady he couldn’t 
fully enjoy the end of the routine. As soon as the music finished and 
the girls walked off stage, Tally and Larry got up quickly and walked 
out of the auditorium to find and congratulate Rachel. 
 “Rachel, honey! Rachel!” Larry called as he pushed through the 
backstage crowd to hug her. “You were amazing! That was so great!” 
He said sincerely. Donna caught up with them, lugging garment 
bags, a container of goldfish crackers, and a water bottle, and looking 
frazzled. 
 Suddenly Larry was pushed hard, in the back, by someone rushing 
by. A young dancer turned to apologize, breathlessly, “I’m so sorry!” It 
was one of the girls from the musical act, the 20’s one. 
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 “Hey, no problem.” Larry said. “By the way you guys were great! 
I love your costume! Is that real fur?” Larry gestured at the elaborate 
mink thing around her neck.  
 “No, it’s FAUX.” She answered in a snobbish voice, as she turned 
to find her group. Jeez, he thought to himself. No manners. And he 
couldn’t believe how much makeup she was wearing, close up. 
  He felt claustrophobic with all the bodies around him, sort of like 
he was being swept away at sea. Making eye contact with Donna, he 
called, “meet you at the car?” She nodded. He hustled little Tally out, 
dragging her by the hand. He’d had enough.

 
 After the show, their plan was to celebrate with a family dinner at 
a popular Asian Fusion restaurant in town. They’d gone the last three 
years, and it was pretty good. The same chef was always there, and 
usually he came out while they were eating to make sure everything 
was delicious. 
 Over spring rolls and tea, they gushed about Rachel and her dance 
team. Donna complimented the competition organizers, the sound 
quality, and costume designs. Larry sipped tea and thought about how 
happy he was that performance season was over until next year.
 Donna noticed that Tally and Rachel were giggling. “What’s so 
funny?” she asked. 
 Rachel hesitated but then answered, “Oh, look at that couple over 
there... they look like they’re on a first date! See how dressed up she is? 

And the man looks so nervous!”
 “Hahaha” laughed Tally. “Look at her shoes!!” 
 Rachel continued, “Mom! Tell us about your first date! Did you 
go out to dinner with Dad? Was it fun? How did you guys meet, 
anyway?” 
 “Uh... we met in college at a party, actually.” She answered 
nonchalantly. She gave Larry a sideways glance. That had been an 
interesting night, and certainly not traditional first date material. 
Deciding it was time to change the subject, she turned to her husband.
 “Larry, I’ve been meaning to ask you... how’s this week’s comic 
going? You know, it’s almost been three months! Rachel – you aren’t 
the only one with something to celebrate tonight. Your Dad only has 
one more comic before he’ll meet his goal!” She turned to Larry with a 
big smile. “I’m so proud of you, honey.” 
 Larry winked back at her. “It’s going pretty well... I think I might 
have some good ones, we’ll see.” He actually wasn’t sure how good 
anything was but at least he was almost done.
 “Let’s have a toast!” Donna announced, excitedly. Any chance for 
a toast, she seized. “I’d like to congratulate Rachel for her dance show 
today, and Larry for his comic project!” 
 They raised and clinked their glasses, laughing when Tally spilled 
some tea. Just then the waiter appeared with steaming, savory smelling 
dishes of food. 
 “The General Tso’s Chicken will be a few more minutes.” He said, 
smiling. 
 “General Toe’s?” Asked Tally. Larry laughed while Rachel glared. 
Donna looked around to make sure nobody heard. 
 “It’s pronounced SO. So’s chicken.” said Rachel. “Duh! How many 
times have we ordered it? You know, the chicken thing? It’s like, your 



124

favorite dish!” 
 “You don’t have to be so mean about it!” Tally replied, raising her 
voice. Donna interrupted.“Girls! NO ARGUING!”  
 The Turner’s served food onto their plates, family style. Tally spread 
plum sauce onto her mooshoo pork pancake, and Donna resisted the 
urge to help her even it out. A big glob landed on the white table cloth. 
Still, Donna said nothing.
 To their left, the dating couple stood up from their seats, and the 
man helped the woman put her coat on. Rachel stared, watching the 
scene as they made their way through the restaurant and toward the 
exit. The woman was very dressed up... definitely overdressed, and 
her heels were so high that she had to take small, careful steps. Larry 
couldn’t help watching the show. The woman hung on her date’s arm 
as if she were performing for an audience. Larry was captivated by the 
tight, purple, shimmering dress and the way her earrings dangled and 
caught the light. He wondered how much time she had spent putting 
her ensemble together. 
 Suddenly, the chef interrupted 
 “General Tso’s!” He announced, with a proud smile. “Enjoy!” 
 The Turner’s looked down at their plates, and dug in. It was 
delicious, as always. 
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“Larry, I think this one might be racist. Aren’t you kind of making 
fun of Chinese food? And is that true, about the General Tso’s correct 
pronunciation?” Donna tilted her head and looked critically at Larry.  
 He frowned. He really liked this one and the whole idea hinged on 
an Asian restaurant setting. The last thing he wanted to do was scrap it 
and start over.
 “Donna! Why does everything have to be so safe!?”
 “Well, you don’t want to offend anyone, Larry, come on!” She said 
passionately. “We might need to ask your cousin. Isn’t his girlfriend 
from Thailand, or Vietnam... or is it China?”
 “Oh my God, Donna, whose racist now?” Larry asked, smiling. 
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“Larry, honey, can I have a sip of your water?” Donna asked from her 
side of the bed. 
 He rolled over and grabbed the glass from his nightstand. “Here 
you go.”
 It was Sunday night, and Larry’s comic project would be ending 
in just a few days. He had started the morning motivated, planning to 
carve out some time later in the day to work on his final comic. I’ll be 
celebrating by this afternoon!
 Instead, for the majority of the day, comics were the last thing 
on his mind. The lawn needed mowing for the first time this season, 
which was always a large chore. Buster ate something out of the 
garbage and was chewing on grass and gagging all day. The kids were 
bouncing off the walls, driving him crazy. And Donna’s usual Sunday 
grocery store trip never happened, so they’d eaten tuna and frozen 
tater tots for dinner. 
 When he finally found some free time to draw that evening, he 
ended up looking through his last eleven comics. Some were OK but 
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most of them sucked, he decided. On top of that, the prospect of his 
looming work week and a presentation he had to prepare weighed 
heavily on his mind. By the time he laid down next to Donna, he felt 
downhearted and disillusioned.
 “Donna... Donna, can we talk for a sec?” He asked. 
 “Of course!” she answered, putting her book down. 
 “It’s just that... the comics. Now that I’m almost done, I’m like, 
what was the point of this whole thing? I have nothing to show for my 
work, other than some silly drawings that nobody will ever see, and 
basically I’m just back where I started.” He shrugged and looked at her 
hopelessly.
 Donna immediately felt agitated, but she tried to hide it. Was 
this the start of another crisis for godsakes!? Of course he’d found 
something to worry about – a reason to feel bad – right when he was 
on the verge of accomplishing his goal. She had actually just been 
thinking that Larry was really onto something. Working on a creative 
project had injected new life into him, it was obvious to her. She 
thought carefully about how to respond.
 “Larry, don’t you remember? The point of this challenge was to 
improve your life, not to make the most amazing comics the world 
has ever seen! I think you need to stop being so hard on yourself. Who 
really cares what the final results are, you have to start somewhere. I 
think the point is, you did it! And by the way, I have seen a change in 
you – like, when things are going well, you seem so inspired. You have 
more energy. Don’t you think?”
 He tilted his head and thought for a minute. “Yeah... maybe you’re 
right. When new ideas are coming, it’s like I’m riding a wave. I’m glad 

I rediscovered that feeling again after all this time. But...when it’s not 
going well... or when I look back at my stuff and it sucks, I just feel like 
shit. ”
 Donna nodded and smiled. “Larry, I think that’s part of your 
process. You need to accept that you have ups and downs. But, when 
you funnel that energy into something creative it’s a great thing for 
you. I can tell. Aren’t you proud of any of the work you did?”
  “Hmmm... I’m not sure. I came up with some of the punchlines late 
at night, after a few beers. Anything is funny after a few beers, right? 
And the drawings need more work. Some of them could be better.” He 
looked at her, dejectedly. 
 “Larry, Larry, come on... can’t you be happy for yourself, for one 
minute?” She playfully punched him on the shoulder. 
 He thought about it. He wanted to be feel proud and happy. But 
what he really felt was exhausted with the slight tinge of a headache 
coming on. 
 “Also, Donna, there’s something else bothering me. Over the last 
three months, I’ve totally let myself go. I’ve been eating garbage, 
staying up late, drinking too much beer. I mean, I used to jog a few 
days a week, maybe do some push ups and stuff... remember? This 
comics thing, well, it kind of took over.” He changed positions, shifting 
onto his back, and gestured toward his belly which was noticeably 
larger than it had been a few months ago. For humor, he slapped it, 
causing a loud spanking sound. Donna laughed, and reached out 
affectionately, hugging him.  
 Thank god she still loves me, he thought to himself. 
 Donna propped another pillow under her elbow and faced him. 
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She smiled. “Maybe that’s the way these creative pursuits are, you 
know? You have to let other things go sometimes. You can’t do it all. 
But I promise, the last three months was worth it. And you just have 
one more comic to do!”
 She leaned over, and he kissed her for a long second, feeling deeply 
appreciative. 
 “Thanks Hon, where would I be without you?”
 She smiled and grabbed her book off the nightstand, signaling that 
their heart-to-heart conversation was over. He was on his own again.
 On his own... with his thoughts.
 Should I send the comics out, submit them to a publication... or hide them 
in a drawer and forget about them? Should I take a class, or workshop with a 
group? Or maybe... enough with the art. Maybe it’s time to detox, start eating 
right, join a gym and get in shape.
 The jumble of conflicting, destructive, inspirational, and just plain 
stupid ideas pummeled him. They wouldn’t stop.
 But there was one idea that began to rise above the noise.  
Larry, you are a lot of things – but not a quitter. 
 He would have to keep working on them, he decided. He needed to 
learn how to enjoy the process and the struggle. It didn’t matter if he 
ever made something he was completely satisfied with.
 The fact was, he just loved making comics.
 And one day maybe... just maybe... someone would actually be 
crazy enough to publish them.
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“Larry, do you want to show us your final comic?” said Donna. 
 The Turners were gathered around the dining room table for 
dinner. ”I know you finished it, but we haven’t had a chance to check it 
out yet!” 
 “Ummm... I don’t think this one is family friendly, if you know 
what I mean.” said Larry, winking at Donna as he leaned back in his 
chair. “Maybe I can show you later.” 
 “Oh come on, Dad!! I wanna see it!” said Rachel. “Pleeeeese!?” 
 “It’s not appropriate honey, maybe when you’re a little older,” said 
Larry. 
 “No fair!” Tally chimed in. “We’re old enough! What’s it about 
anyways?”
 “Honestly girls, you just wouldn’t get it. Will you pass the corn?” 
said Larry, trying to change the subject. 
 Donna hated seeing the girls dissapointed. “How bad could it be 
Larry? Just show them!” 
 “Donna! I don’t need an evaluation on everything I do, you know!” 
 “Oh? Well, that’s a first!” Said Donna, with a smirk. 
 Larry felt sorry for snapping. “How about we sit around and draw 
some comics together after dinner. Maybe we can come up with some 
new ideas.”  
 “That sounds fun!” said Tally. “I’m going to make one about 
Rachel’s new crush at school.”  
 “Shut up, Tally!” Rachel fired back. 
 “Girls! Please!” Larry pleaded. “Can’t we all just get along?” 
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Donna walked into Larry’s home office on Monday night. She had soup 
on the stove but it wouldn’t be ready for at least another hour. “Honey, 
I brought you an appetizer!” She said as she set down some hummus 
and cucumbers next to his drawing table. She looked around, noticing 
that over the past month the room had become more and more chaotic 
– there were pencils everywhere, storyboards hung sporadically on 
most of the walls, and papers with half-finished comics were strewn 
across the floor. 
 “So... what are you working on now, hon?” she asked. 
 “Oh... just another comic. I’m starting a completely new series. I 
think I might have a really good idea... “ He trailed off, barely looking 
at her. She smiled. “I won’t interrupt you then, it sounds like you’re on 
a roll.”
 She squeezed his shoulder and left the room, grinning as she closed 
the door softly behind her.
 Larry grabbed a cucumber slice and quickly jotted down a few 
frames. He rearranged two of the characters and edited the punch line, 
and then spent a little time on the background.  For perspective, he 
stood up from his chair, and was shocked by how quickly the idea had 
taken shape. He looked down at his latest work and thought to himself, 
I think this might be my best one yet. 

ONE MONTH LATER...
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