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Eric was my best friend. We did everything together: dreamed, lied, swashbuckled, conquered uni­

verses, cried, laughed, everything. We were soul mates. Just to hear the sound of his voice comfo1ted me. We 

shared everything and left out nothing. There was one thing, however, that I never did share with him. Yet even 

then, it still seemed like he was with me. 

It was summertime, 1983. First grade was over. We were six years old. 

As all best friends do, we had a special place to hang out. It was a sand hill located in an otherwise 

empty lot behind our houses. This wasn't just a mound of sand and clay to us, though. It was our castle. And we 

were it's kings. We spent the majority of our summer afternoons on that hill either dreaming of the future or 

preparing to defend it from the evil machinations of a rival neighborhood gang. 

On one occasion, we heard word that a rival neighborhood gang was mouniing a..'1 off1;;nsive. 'Ne \,veu:: 

outnumbered three to one. When they approached the bottom off the hill, Eric and I were aimed with mud 

balls and our indominatable.  Knowing that we had the high ground, they fled. That same glorious day, the 

heavens opened op �J�oese a: mighty deluge. Eric and I danced in the rain and mud atop the hill, disman­

tling our "balls of death". We knew then that there was nothing we couldn't beat. 

But then came an enemy we had no chance against: The City of Wahpeton. Outwitted and outnum­

bered, we resigned to �e tlmt was la.is b@i-OfS..Y&. They came with trucks and hauled our castle away. We 

followed the trucks down the street on our bikes, watching as streams of sand poured out of the tailgates. I had 

picked up a handful of it, grasped it tightly, and let it drain out the bottom of my fist. Eric kicked a pile at a 

receding truck, and we watched the sand explode into the atmospher0' matter of moments later, the sand was 

al] back on the grodcattered to wherever fate had meant. The whole world seemed a sadder place to live in. 







for anything. 

That is when I noticed him for the first time. It wasn't Eric. It was a retard. The garage door opened to 

expose the malevolent north wall of the building. And along that north wall was a man, slowly hobbling back 

and forth and staring at his feet the whole time. He never moved out of touching distance with the wall. The 

building seemed to be his only connection to this world. It was an unnerving experience. That was one of the 

first ______I had seen outside since they arrived. And I had never seen one so close. It chilled me. 

I huddled in that corner for what seemed like an eternity. The man was still there and it was making me 

nervous. I eventually conceded that Eric wouldn't find me and I slowly crept out of the door. I watched the 

man the whole time. 

I remember every detail about him. He was tall yet he looked small because of his obvious frailty 

and the exaggerated hunch in his shoulders. His hair was black and stringy with a monk-like bald spot. His face 

was withered; his eyes were sunken and empty. He was pathetic. 

I stepped out into the alley in front of the garage and began to briskly walk home. There was a hint 

of desperation in every step I took. Tht: only tllir.g Lhat scparat�d me from the m,rn :1nd the '1uilding was a 

ditch­tumed-mote by an all night downpour. The worst part was that the building was between me and my 

house. 

I watched the man suspiciously as I kept walking. There were no windows on this side of the 

building so no one could see him except God, myself, and the thousands of bricks that made up the wall. He 

seemed almost as nervous as I did. He knew and I knew that he was definitely beyond his leash, and all of a 

sudden I felt I had slipped mine. 

Then he stopped moving. The whole world stopped with him. Eric was long forgotten. I just stared 

at the _______. He seemed so harmless and innocent... and lonely. Next to the building he was an angel. I 

had forgotten how nervous he made me feel before. 

Finally, he saw me staring. He lifted his hand in a welcoming gesture. Then he opened his toothless 

mouth and uttered words too weak to reach me. Maybe I heard what he said, I just didn't want to listen. 

I said, "Wait, I can't hear you." I walked around the mote and approached him. That's when the feeling 

really hit me. I had just leaped off the top of the world and what I felt was the ground rushing up to meet me. 

I 





the scars in my mind. As far as I could see my life was over. 

After I had cried myself dry and slept for many days, a whole new story began with adult affairs. A few 

matters were in need of my attention. "Would you like to see a counselor?" my parents asked. I said no. "Would 

you like to press charges?" my parents asked. I said no. I wanted the building destroyed and our sand hill back. 

They didn't ask me if I wanted that. 

My parents said the management of the building was found negligible for letting a known child sex­

offender wander around by himself. My parents said that they moved the man to another building. I found out 

on my own adventures a few years later that they moved him less than four blocks away. 

I never told Eric exactly what happened to me that day. I was too young and easily embarrassed to talk 

about sexuality with a friend. I didn't think he would understand. I didn't understand. All that we both under­

stood was carted off in trucks. In its place sat a dark and evil thing. He knew it. I knew it better. 

A few weeks later, Eric and I began construction of a fort in my backyard. This was to be the beginning 

of a new life, I had hop !d. We used a standing ping-pong table as the base and the north wall of a tin shed in my 

backyard as its south v._;all. We f 01md sc!:aps of wood and nails ,ve didn't lose from the fo; .. neus Mud Ba11 War to 

put it together. It took us exactly one month to build it. When it was done, the fort was three stories tall, with a 

hinged window in the ceiling for a sun roof/sniper tower, and equipped with plumbing and electricity. 

We were kings once before. We were kings once again. Eric and I vowed we would defend our 

fortress to the death and we did. Rival gangs of neighborhood kids came and went. Others came and went. 

The years came and went. But Eric and I never broke our promise. The fortress stood. The sand hill was 

long forgotten. 
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Every once in a while I would hea something in Eric's voice that suggested he knew what 

happened that day. News such as that could get leaked out eventually, but I had my suspicions he had 

known that very day. Best friends do share everything. 
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