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“There’s no mystery here. That’s why the door's open.” 

-Richard Brautigan 
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Don’t ease me in 

 

Charles walked out from inside the bar and sat down on the bench. Without looking at me, he 

said ‘you still have my backpack?’ 

My hands were still shaking.  It was a mixture of drunkenness, and some residual fight or 

flight that hadn’t had the time express itself. ‘There it is,’ I gestured weakly, underneath the 

bench. 

He bent down to make sure it was still there, and continued, shaking his head to emphasize 

how much I’d done him wrong, ‘I can’t believe you talked to that nut for so long. That boy 

aint right.’ 

He looked up at me. ‘Goddamn! what the hell happened to you, boy!?’ he exclaimed upon 

seeing my fat lip, the fresh puffy shiner growing around my right eye, and the blood leaking 

down from my nose toward my lips.  

‘That guy whacked me. I checked my watch as he got up to leave, and next thing I know, he 

clocked me. In cold blood. What was left of my beer went everywhere.’ I gestured toward a 

few forlorn beer suds that were now distintegrating on the pavement. 

Charles had looked like he was on the verge of feeling bad for me, but as soon as I told him 

who it was that was responsible for the state of my face, all traces of pity dissappeared, ‘Well, 

that’s what you get when you mess around with nuts like that instead of sane folks like me…’ 

The pain was starting to creep across my face, but hadn’t yet really entrenched itself. Its 

advance was being held at bay because of the amount of accumulated beer inside of me. I 

carried on with Charles, blood still trickling from my nose into my mouth.  ‘You know that 

guy?’ I asked. 

‘I’ve seen him round here before.  I know pretty much everyone that hangs out on this here 

street. That boy’s nuts, and I don’t know what to make of the fact you bought him a goddamn 

beer for doing nothing but talking twenty minutes of nonsense to you.  Here I am: I’ve been 

talking normal to you ever since I first seen you, being real pleasant – making you feel 

comfortable – like you were an old friend.’   

Charles was sitting next to me on a bench with a view of an old cosy cobbled street lined with 

porches and balconies. A pair of breasts and an ass wobbled by as he was speaking to me.  

His head tracked the jiggles till they were out of sight, but his mouth reliably carried on 

speaking to me without missing a syllable. He was well practiced, ‘I’m sorry you’re sitting 

here with a face looking like that, but I still cant believe you bought that nut a beer.’ 

‘Here I sit, Charles – a bloody mess, my lip and the shiner around my eye getting puffier as 

we speak. My nose is broken, and you’re not even offering me something to clean my face.’ I 

stopped for a moment to let him consider his behavior. Shaking my head at him in 

disappointment, I asked, ‘Are you that desperate for beer?’  

I waited for an answer like his mother, letting him think good about whether he was desperate 

for beer. He was, and he didn’t mind if his mother knew or not. It probably ran in the family. 

He handed me a handkerchief. ‘Listen Charles, have a little bit of compassion. Here I sit 

drunken and broken, and that poor nut wasn’t much better off. He told me he journeyed for 

days to get back here so he could revisit the spot of his trauma, only to find it doesn’t even 
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exist anymore.’ Charles was looking at me, listening, but still skeptical, so I carried on 

justifying my beer purchase, ‘Charles, if you woulda been out here, I woulda bought you a 

beer too. It’s not my fault. It’s just the wrong place at the wrong time.’ He looked at me, his 

eyebrows raised skeptically. I continued, ‘Anyway, what makes you think that he’s such a 

nut?’ 

Charles took a sip of beer, and looked over at me with confidence and a glint like a lawyer 

about to put the nail in the coffin. No trace of pity anywhere. That handkerchief was all he 

could manage. He said to me, ‘I’ll tell you how I know he’s a nut. The first time I saw him, I 

still remember like it was today. It was early afternoon. He was sitting in a lawn chair under a 

bus shelter in town. He had a six pack in an old plastic bag, and was drinking beer. No 

entertainment but traffic and people. It was raining hard, and I was getting soaked, but he’d 

sprawled himself out so comfortably inside the shelter there was no space for anybody else. I 

got so tired of being out in the rain with him dry under that bus shelter – with no intention of 

riding the goddamn bus – that I crammed myself in there too.’ 

I nodded my head, listening, supposing that Charles had probably gone inside the bus shelter 

because he was hoping to get a free beer off the guy. I hadn’t known Charles for long, but I 

could tell that he’d do anything to save on beer. 

Charles interrupted my thoughts, ‘you gonna let me finish?’ He was clearly insulted that I had 

been suspicious of his motives. I nodded bloody and drunk in apology, and he picked up 

where he left off,  ‘Lemme tell you, he’d been in that bus shelter for awhile, and he hadn’t 

seen a bath for a good long time, so it stank. I could barely handle it, but the rain was coming 

down so hard, I had no choice. When I asked him what he was doing in there, he told me that 

he was saving money. Only a nut would say something like that.’ 

‘He was sitting in a lawn chair under the bus shelter drinking beer… and told you he was 

saving money?’ 

‘Mmm-Hm. I remember when I heard him tell me that. I stuck my head outta the shelter and 

told everyone else standin’ in the rain what he said. Nobody had a goddman clue what I was 

talking about. They all thought that I was as crazy as him. When I asked him what he meant, 

he told me that all of the places nearby – the shops, a couple of diners, some store that sold 

batteries – were trying to take all his savings away from him. 

Charles paused. The pain in my face was beginning to overwhelm even the beers. I was still 

holding the handkerchief under my nose to soak up the blood, and it muffled my response: 

‘saving money, eh?’  

If that nut hadn’t just clocked me in cold blood, then I’d think he was some kind of genius for 

finding a way of confusing doing something with doing nothing. 

Charles looked over at me, ‘You better quit doing that.’   

I look over at him, puzzled, ‘Doing what?’ 

‘As long as you’re on my street, then I can hear everything,’ he said. ‘It don’t matter whether 

you’re thinking to yourself or talking to me. So if you got something to say, you better just 

come right out with it. Say it to everybody. There’s no secrets on my street.’   

I nodded back. 

He carried on with his story. ‘That nut was always preaching to everybody about how the 

only way for a man to earn a spot in the hereafter was by saving money and living frugally in 

the now. The most righteous thing a man could do was go and save at the expensive places. 

He used to go to the fancy hotels downtown with twelve beers and the lawn chair – sit there 
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the whole night and save a couple hundred easy. Two hundred for a room for the night, 

maybe another 100 for the limo ride to the hotel, a tip to the doorman, and another fifty or so 

for dinner, minus six or so for the money he’d spent on beers – he said that he’d come out 

ahead by at least three hundred and forty a night. Sometimes more – every time he saw a guy 

with a female escort, he’d add at least another couple hundred, depending on how good 

looking she was.  

‘That nut never shut up about saving money. Said it was insulated from everything – market 

fluctuations, housing crashes, greedy bankers, predatory lending, inflation, credit crunches. 

He used to go around hoping for inflation. Said it would help him save more cause it would 

make everything more expensive, and put him on the fast track to righteousness. He’d rave 

about how he could do it from anywhere, and how flexible the hours were. Restaurants were 

his favorite, cause then he could save money and fast at the same time. The thing to 

remember, he said, was never to sit outside a place sellin’ cheaper beers than the ones you 

brought with you. Church was the only place he couldn’t beat, cause they give away free 

bread and wine at least once a day.’ 

Charles’ account of the guy’s saving habits was making me regret having bought a beverage 

for such a hot-tempered nutjob. All my mouth could come out with was, ‘Well, he must be 

thrilled with the savings after that beer I just bought him…’  

Charles nodded, ‘No doubt about it. I just told you how rich he is. And you helped make him 

even richer.’ He chuckled to himself, ‘And all you got to show for it is a busted face.’ He 

looked a little closer at my face, ‘That’s one hell of shiner you got there. With a shiner like 

that, who needs a streetlamp?’ He paused, looked down at his beer and swirled what 

remained of it, ‘It’s a cryin’ shame, that guy…’ Charles trailed off. 

‘What’s a crying shame?’ I asked, supposing Charles had finally begun to have some pity for 

me. 

‘It’s a shame that with all those savings, all that wealth – that righteous fool bum never got up 

to something more productive. The most productive thing I ever seen him do was dig a hole 

where he could bury his cold beers to keep them out of the sun while he was sitting outside 

saving. Every once in awhile, he’d stick his hand in the dirt and pull out a cold one…’ 

Charles sighed, ‘all that wasted potential…’  

Charles recognized speechlessness when he heard it.  He took a sip of his nearly finished 

beer, and then looked me in the eyes, ‘you still don’t believe me that he’s a nut?’  

I believed Charles. I shook my head pathetically. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, Charles had 

convinced me. ‘That nut said the reason he had to be going was because he had different 

cities on different planets within different galaxies to visit.’ Charles did nothing but nod his 

head solemnly.  

As the pain made its way into the crevices of my face, I was descending into drunken 

delirium, but Charles carried on in the same old tone, ‘Another time I heard him give 

somebody directions how to get to the park, just at the end of the street,’ he gestured, ‘and I 

never heard so twisted an answer come outta anyone’s mouth about anything.  He was talking 

at 100 miles an hour, making no sense at all, telling them to go north and then south and then 

north again and then do a circle back on themselves so that they could go straight.  Those 

directions woulda sent somebody round the whole city three times just to get next door. What 

kinda person would send someone so far to get somewhere so close?’ 

Charles was just about finished, ‘So when I seen you talkin to him, I thought it best to stay 

clear till he left. But I didn’t know you were out here buying beers,’ he said, oozing resentful 
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disbelief. ‘Otherwise I reckon even I woulda been able to put with that self-righteous nut. I 

was talkin to you for a good hour before he got here, and I cant get one damn beer off you. 

But sure enough you go and buy that mother a beer. 

‘Almost makes me wish I was some nutcase that made a pointless journey. Then maybe I’d 

have a beer by now. I tell you what – a guy with that much savings should be buying you a 

beer! I’m the one that needs someone to buy me a beer. I don’t have the luxury of 

accumulating savings all day long. I gotta sell ice cream to little brats all day long under the 

hot sun. I’m just barely keeping my head above water.’ 

I was silent.  Despite my drunkenness, throbbing face, fat lip, puffy eye, busted nose, and 

growing indifference, Charles carried on making me feel like I had to justify why he didn’t 

have a beverage. I didn’t like it. We sat next to one another on the bench for a few moments, 

me silent and him sighing as he listened in to my thoughts justifying why I hadn’t bought him 

a beer.  

I turned to him, and asked something I’d been wondering from when we first met, ‘Charles, 

what the hell you carry around in that backpack?’ 

‘Endings,’ he responded simply. 

‘What the hell you talking about?’ 

‘Endings, you know…’ he said clearing his throat, ‘I used to carry out around lotsa endings – 

happily ever after, tragic, unexpected, with a twist, dark, non-satisfying. Whatever kinda 

ending you could imagine, I woulda had something pretty goddman close. But it got too 

awkward lugging those things around, and started giving me back pain. And I got bored as 

hell waiting for people as they spent hours routing around that bag, looking for the perfect 

ending… Eventually, I ditched all ‘em all except for one. I sold all the rest to a guy just up 

the road.’ He gestured at a shop up the road. ‘Now he deals with all those irritating people.  

He told me there’s people that been in his shop hunting for endings 20 or 30 years now.’  

‘You only got endings? No beginnings?’ 

‘Well, the only ending I bother with these days finishes where it starts, so it reduces by half 

the amount of stock that I have to carry. Anyway, I’m usually out here on the street trying to 

get beers and drinking and watching the ladies and talking to nuts like you anyway. And I’m 

pretty much always finding myself going through the same stuff – waking up, going to sleep, 

walking the street, the sun rising and setting, and the moon going round and round the way it 

did last time. So, believe it or not, one ending’s got all I need. It’s comforting, it’s exciting, 

and it’s fulla mystery. With my backpack so light these days and all my back pain gone, I got 

lots more energy for the middle.’ He looked around furtively, ‘and I don’t have to worry so 

much anymore about some bastard trying to steal my backpack.’   

He paused, sighed, and shook his head solemnly, ‘…If I carried around middles in that 

backpack, I’d be dead by now. I know a guy who that happened to. He always used to say 

endings and beginnings weren’t very important – that it was the journey that mattered. He 

was so worried he’d miss out on something, he crammed his bag full of way more middles 

than he shoulda, and it fell on top of him one day while he was walking down the road. It 

musta suffocated him straightaway. But that bag was so big and so heavy that nobody 

bothered to move it, and it was years before anybody found out there was a corpse under 

there…’ 

I paused, struggling to take it all in, my delirium becoming overwhelming. ‘You got any 

endings for me?’ 
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‘Well, you can help yourself to the one I got in my backpack, or you can go visit the shop 

where I left all my other ones. But if you spend too long looking for an ending, it probably 

means you wont have moved a goddamn inch from the beginning, and the ending you 

thought you might have had will disappear in front of your face.’ 

The conversation was becoming too much of an effort.  

‘Charles, you want a beer?’ I said.  

‘Yeah. It’s about time you offered, you nut supporter. I’ll tell you what, you give me the 

money and I’ll go in there and buy the beers.  You take it easy, your face needs a rest. You’re 

not looking so good. Some beers’ll do it good. I’ll bring you the change.’ 

‘Ok.’ 

‘Keep an eye on my bag while I’m in there, will you?’ 

I nodded. 

I don’t know how long he was in there. I weakly nudged his backpack with my foot. A single 

leaf of paper fell out. On one side of the sheet was written, ‘the end,’ and on the other side, 

‘the beginning’ – each towing opposite sides of the same line. 

‘Huh,’ I mused.  


