Prologue and Turtles:
The Bottom of the Ocean
U.S. Copyright 2005
BC Biermann

morphology of a turtle

head neck lies arrogance  Insecurity

seif-deception

eye

nostrl

mouth tad

mandidie
nail front marginal  hind nail
leg shell leg

To begin, allow me to confess that for the most gluttonous share‘of my adult life das
everyone kept referringtoit 901 felt excavated like amemptied urnithat needed to b e
refilled with the treasure it once concealed. Despite a long -abandoned faith, | sensed
my clinging, frenetic need for the Light to shinein a God -shaped hole of rather base and
furrowed proportions that existed deep insidefthe stiff -necked impostor that  looked like
my reflections mirrogred in watery gl ass. ltds not be
sorry for yours truly and getting all boo  -hoo -hooey or because'l desired others to, but
because underneath all the lies | hadywhispered to myself in the dark 9it was.

| was never in a German goncentration camp.
Or an American one for that matter.
| was never beaten as.a child or molested by some out of work relative which left

me with no good reasons, no socially, approved excuses for my own special bran d of
depravity tthat bwogied around me | ike my shadowds she
had.

| lived indMiiddletown and,Middletowh, lived in me.

Nevertheless somethingy, o or a'series of somethings 8 happened that
allowed this/sleeper to awaken from th e mislabeled dream that was my life and
disturb an unexamined belief that I'was truly human, which is to say truly
conscious. In ether words, briefly placing all pretense and clichés back into the

pop -culture thatspawneddhem, maybe | had humanity all wr ong. Maybe being

human wasnot a sort of biological or physiologic
of our station in a universe constructed by some immeasurable Alien, some vast

and heavenly Other. And in this way, ladt i s qui't

upon us at conception or when we parted the womb, but rather experienced as
a concession, a recognition that signals salvation when the veil is torn in two and
we are lifted from our inherited curse by an external source infinitely greater and
wiser than ourselves.
As for this one, humanity radiated through me the moment | realized | had,
lifetimes ago, been lifted outside the glass like a netted turtle 0 limp from indifference &
seeing the dirty contents of my life for the first time. The shroud tha t split my vision had
been removed in spite of my silent content as | rested in acute uneducation on the
bottom, waiting for the salty water to fill the vanity inside me and wash everything away.
| dm not inclined to believe nghtddMommaoevesdrappeder i ence an



acid as | burbled inside her & Papa drank now and again, but never enough to seriously
damage his swimmers courageously determined like young politicians at a student body
election in a suburb near you. No, like all that floats i n this most visceral and measured
dimension, | was designed with intent and deliberation by the Great Lifter, the Veil
Remover, the Alien and Other  d the Big Cheesecake.
And all that floats includes all that floats in me, and all that floats in me includ es
that industrial strength Black and Decker spiritual vacuum most choose to forget like
those drunken, semi -naked David and Bathsheba moments we tried to blame on some
person that just happened to |l ook remarkably 1like us.
been , I am now, and forever wil/| be wed to Jonsonds cc
soul is indeed ignorance @ as everyone kept referring to it.
Now & as my reader and only friend o1 am compelled o tell you that society is
not comprised chiefly of human s, but turtles. And these particular turtlés (the lawyers, the
businessmen, the restaurateurs, the politicians, the beautigians, the homemakers, the
teachersé you get the poi/Mtejisteace l® thbirdaans,dheit o a pseudo
insecurities, their tre mbling delusions all congealed by an everpriced and educated
misperception.
You see, when it all came together, the galaxies wheeled,into place, the planets
began to spin on axis, and the Morning Star was cast out the Elysian fields 0 after all that
noise o the original creation sucked its first lungful of air, exhaled, andisensed that it was
designed for something it may never fully comprehend: This original creation | will refer to
as Frank who at that point was neither truly humahn norentirely turtle, but rather the seed
from with both would spring. And life was supremely good for Frank who daily dined on
wild berries, smoked his garden herbs, and/athed in the river\Pishon during the cool of

the evening. Yet, [despite Fhaallkdlgdeadbdvthato us cont ent mer
Frank shoul dndt be @l one and 'along came Hel en. Toget
designated masters of their domain. They pulsed with youth and energy as they

jazzercised and warmed themselves in the brazened palms of a sun that gave life to all

that was apparently good.

Now, it remainsyunclear-as te whose fault it really was, Frank swears that it was
Hel ends and »Hel enyswear sdoesn@asrEaadhkdmatter. Despit
troubling ambiguity of the-event, jus "t as the sun set behind the nearest hill and its shade
cast an ill -omened pall overtheygarden,‘one, of the original creations erred in a moment
of fantastic limitation. This event, while certainly inconvenient to all who would follow,

did not lead inevita bly to Plan B and failed to surprise the Big Cheesecake who had
designed the/design before there was time.

Nonetheless, as was initially purposed, the curtain was drawn and it was in this
precise moment that the two became suddenly and terribly aware of the treasure that
had been rippedfromy,themm@nd they were faced with a choice 0 at least they thought
they were 0 Frank and"Helen could either confront their newborn consciousness and
become human or flee and become turtles. Embarrassed and ashamed, in re sponse to
this peculiar confrontation with the shadow inside them d this other & their once exquisite
bodies now wrapped in a shell of their own imaginings began to turn a feathery green.

And in a frantic attempt to enfold their finite brains around a not ion of unmeasured
proportions, to conceal this strange recognition, the duo hid within their shells believing
they could hide forever.

But what did they know?

What did they know of the plan of grace and a Father that separates East from

West?

Like little green Dostoyevski incarnations Frank and Helen preferred a kind of
death and an illusory freedom of choice in the knowledge of good and evil as they
began to exist outside the truth in a world sinking beneath an endless search for



something to fill the unfathomable echo we all know is there in those flashes of still
honesty. Knowing this would happen, the Big Cheesecake expelled the first couple from
the garden and sent them, their children, and every succeeding generation that grew
from their union out into the world, into the final testing ground where most still remain
within the shroud, oblivious of the path that leads to a redemption only received as a
turtle learns of that which they are in light of that which they can become.
In order to accompl ish this, in order to become truly conscious & or truly Educated
as it were 9 every turtle must envision their life as a search for who and what they really
are, how they can be changed, how they can be fixed. You see, the primary deception
is essentially Pelagian, the denial of original sin, that turtles can change themselves rather

than simply allow a transformation by the one thing t
sensed, but only through my experience outside the glass was | ableyto finally
unders tand.

But wedl | get to all thfat a _ bit | ater.

For now, continue to indulge me if you would be/so kind.

Strange millenniums have passed since Frank and Helepteturned to dust and we
find ourselves in a world harvested from the crimes they were'destined to so w. The Big
Cheesecake has been neatly replaced with the golden calves of relativism, tolerance,
and inventions injected or seen or listened to. Yet despite all our sour feigned social

progress, our apparent civility, our realistic videogamesyand our simu lated bodies, we live
in a world of turtles not »so diffherent than Frank anc
wedve transformed theggworl dy,aroundy, us, but how wedve

An inability to transmute.

To see beyond the material.

Tottanscend the cifties wedviel eonstructed.

Same old turtles © same old, problem.

As for me, | was shown thé vast and artificial hole and comprehended the
excessive nature of my shell; | had identified theaacancy.inside me, the armor of lies it
has produced,a md had Yaccepted the Big Cheesecakeds private

Whil e it s thrue that most of wus are still turtle

Some are more turtles than others.

Sancti fidi-cati on ndoesndt come overnight.

And whilefl perceived my condition 0 a positive step to be sure 81 had decided
to temporarily defer my transformation andretain my covering shell. Though it is certain
that humans will' always remain imperfect in this life, only a human understands the
nature of their imperfection, that they‘cannot be repaired by th eir own devices 0 that
salvation is an external abdication.’ Although | was no longer fully turtle, | was a long way
from being fully human; | occupied a strange and tortured middle ground between
denial and reality. &damnation and salvation.

A neurotic persecution in desperate need of true simplicity.

1001001 S.0.S.0 1001001 in distress.

Whil e human is what | intended to become, I just
the delusion | thought would | ift me from inhe bottom
self-denial, rather, | held fast to an existence that allowed me to preserve my turtle
exterior in order to maneuver more freely in a society that sought to drain my essence
and then discard me like a Happy Meal only purchased for the toy. And against all
better judgment | had altered the deceptive, rather unsavory practice of shell
perpetuation into a talent of sorts, and it is the dynamic of this talent that is of primary

importance here for it permitted entrance into a world that would otherwise have no
part of something like me. But | should not get ahead of myself; before the main course
is served let me offer you a petite, albeit tasty hors d'oeuvre of retroversion 0 a flashback

if you will.



Growing up, although | generally looked like all the o ther turtles, | moved with an
involuntary discernment of the erroneous nature that soaked through the skin surrounding
me . Whi |l e | hadnét al ways known, Il intuited that a t
would reach down and penetrate my little world that teetered between irrelevancy and
a hopeful comedy | i ke the ancients wouldd6ve wrote.

So | ignored it and tried to fit in.
Although | did 8 in varying degrees 9 experience success in the turtle  -world, there

was always part of me, no matter how hard I tried to extinguish, that jus
cooperate. From the time | could talk | talked about things that never happened. For a
reason that is possibly only now being realized as | write this to you 0 my reader and only

friend & the Big Cheesecake fashi oned me into a silly, slippery little creature before
downloading an uncanny ability to move reality aside and replacedt with another,
cleaner one that could mold itself to any situation. Like an urchin looking.out the

orphanage window into a world with too many others,dtknew there would never really

be a place for the liar who looked like me.
Mamma told me, o0Satan iy the fathher of I ies. 6
Papa told me, 0The more Wies you tell, the harder

| have, through the pangs of trial and error, come to understand the lattennot to
be the case in that it was only through lies that | materialized threugh a diminishing
reflection. As for the former, it remains to this day a mystery; | only‘knew that reality is
what turtles want to believe & they want to be fooled.

0Do I 1l ook fat?¢6

0Do you think she@oll phoaone me?6

0l 6m not a bad plersoné amna ?6

Every minute of every day, billions/and billions of questions served which, to the
uninitiated, pose nothing new & nothing!profound. While those who e  ndeavor to retain
their humanity attempt with equal sincerity to distance themseglves from the practice of
deceit, it is something like me who can fully appreciate its.delicate subtleties, its
subterfuge interweven with trdth'and self  -deceptionand o most importantly o use it to my
advantage. Turtles “@disguised under tree -ringed layers of decorum and civility know
precisely, unequivocally.how to answereach.

No.

Yes.

No.

And, as the Dresden survivonwith bad breath says d so it goes. So it goes ever on
into a vacuum of hallucinations masked as courtesy and political correctness. Charon
smiles, the river. Styx moves unrippled, and we transfer our tokens as we help each other
onto the boat never really bothering to acknowledge the reality that lives in the
undertow we all'thinksmightspull'us into a moonless lair some chap in a toga once called
Hades. Like an old man-sick of life we tenderly massage the truth and kiss her goodnight
before rolling over without ever giving her the attention she was created to deserve. It
was only after | became human, which is to say subjected and awake, that | could fully
appreciate the great mass of my own degeneracy in a world full of it.

Although it has slipped from my understanding from time to time, my
consciousness | ives constantly, agonizingly aware of the vacuum buried within me and o}
as a result o1 have quit pretending to believe that one day | could become honest like
Abe or those billionaire midgets on tv. My transformation, as far as | could tell (which
w a s nvéry far at all), would only be complete once | accepted that the fabric of the
universe was stitched with invisible truths
and that my shell was merely some transitory illusion meant to be entirely instructional o}
an education of the highest order. So a human would respond:

0Do I 1l ook fat?¢6



Yes.

0Do you think she6l |l phone me?6
No.

0l &m not a bad personé am | ?96
Yes.

Most certainly yes.
You see, a human typically answers these questions truthfully because not
to do so jeopardizes the moral progressio  n of both parties. A turtle, in these

situations, says what it believes the questionas
lie maintains the shell -preservation not only of the poser, but of themselves as
well. In effect, by upholding the lie of the other, the latter, maintains their own

and dinexorably o the subject and object remain in a state of perpéetual
ignorance; their lack of self -awareness prevents them from ever becoming
informed in the most liberal sense. And therein liesihe impetus, the ehargin g
mechanism that wheels within the device that drives the narrative soon te
unfold.

But wait just a minute | say!

Several years ago | wondered why so many turtles'stilhswam in the ocean.

What were the unseen mechanisms that built thefdarkening walls that kept
themé us from the tr utsh? Adwvex tising and politi
that despite its artifice of enlightenment steod out like'a white running’back dso
hidden and so clear & the most political of all animals.
Education.
Educa tion?

Yesé educatdionh
A paradox of illusions framed by goalposts and television contracts.
And 4 y2askied myself, "0Self, where would be th
most subwveyw si ve, hypothesi s?6 And Self answered,
Not that long “-forgotten place where turtles could somehow recognize
their latent humanity;'but rather the"University that Cardinal Newman believed
existed just south of Valhalla where grades and exams had no true place
because only those who did net eling to their place in life could find it. That
establishment of divine inspiration created to, at least in some small way, find the
Absolute, andin doing so  &/find ourselves. Not that University, but the practical,

mechanical sort of diploma factories we can now safely as sociate with even the
finest schools money.cantbuy.
As f or—me, I didndt realize my true conditio

was lifted outside the glass and could 0 suspended in time and phantomized
space & see my life submerged, lying motionless  on the bottom. Unfortunately,
for some such a realization does not occur until the moment they exit their shells
from lack of oxygen or cancer or lethal injection or a bullet in a war some
elected guy with framed degrees and his own parking spot shipped t hem to. It
was about the time | first sat in my little grade school chair that | began to realize
that the truth was something easily made up by those who could. It was simple.
All I had to do was observe the assorted collection of Christmas sweater -sporting,
coffee -snorting university graduates who taught me.

Columbus discovered America.

Lie.



The Framers desired democracy.
Lie.

| dm Neanderthal Mands slightly | ess hai

Lie.
2 plus 2 is four.

Ok, that @hawdys detestadenath.  But literature, ah literature, it was an
altogether different ani mal. Li ke mommadds

word because only in fiction could lies convey the truth. Love, hate, greed, altruism,
deceit, bigotry, violence, the byp roducts of the human condition never fade from
collective memory as someone tells a story and is thrown in jail while another tells the
same story and is given an honorary degree and a hardy handshake from some guy in a
gown and pointy square hat from the university of wherever. <Someone_tells a story and
dies, another tells a story and lives and no one tells the truth 0 or maybe everyone did.

You want the truth?

Wedre al/l Il iars.

And the truth becomes a lie only after it is revealed:

The truth is d if there were no lies 6 how would we know'it? The key was;,or so |
thought, to keep your lies projected outward, never inward. £This'is to say never lieto
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yoursel f. You can pretend “to _be someone youdre no

what you are &8 the demon seed that continues to grew in each one of us if we fail to
perceive it as the curse“in6s always been.
slouching toward retirement, a shell of obsequious grins, phony resumes; and phonier
interviews. Oh, | made several futile attemptS at the straight -life, but that always felt like
the bigger lie.

Yes Mr. Jones, | was indeed a member of habitat for humanity in college.

Yes Mrs. Smith, | served as_secretary of the student council for five straight years.

Yes Mr. White, you can call me anytime and | can staft work immediately.

Such an endeavor was doomed to failure,becaused had begun to hone my

burgeoniqg, tafent fromikindergarten. I was

able to play the Show like a young, Shostakovich in a school run by short  -fingered
Mongoloids. Now when | say Show, 0 | mean system ¢ and it is the specifically liberal type
of education system to.whichil refer. "Andywhile every system that exists as an erection of
turtledom is a pr dioriflawed; it is,the educational construct that presents a particularly

easy target forghis inky arrow for itis 0 as'it has always been o the most potent device
wielded by the regime; the primary €og, in the propaganda machine and an obstruction

to self-awareness instead of a path toward humanity it was intended to be.

A light winding in the darkness.

An escape from the cave into the realm of Forms.

As | looked back lsr€alized that my entire academic career had never really been
about education, but™*“rather a formal indoctrination for life as a consumer 4 ravenous
and accredited. | had never really been educated in any sort of critical or authentically
liberal sense, but rather conditioned like the little turtle in that Burgess novel as | sat in my
¢ hair of horrors forced to observe the daily bombardment of the underpaid, the under
appreciated, those badgered incessantly by a curriculum Gestapo of overworked
administrators spawned on budgets and standardized testing. | realized that we had

created an assembly -line of control and pretense masked as institutions of learning das

everyone kept referring to them. Yes, it is true, there are a few select teachers scattered
about here and there blowing like button -downed reeds in the angry wind who still gr
the nature of the University as merely the soil in which the self may grow.

Some make it to retirement.

Most quit and found another path that leads toward a bigger back account and

maybe a boat with awet  -bar and a little shower. Anyway, all | had to do was habitually
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self-medicate and endure the mind -dissolving process of memorization and regurgitation
and | was able to gain entrance into the university with a modest array of scholarships no
less. As my higher education 0 as everyone kept referri ngtoit 8 commenced, | was
under the impression that college was just like high school only slightly harder and you

got drunk a lot more.

They were right.

Furthermore, | was told that the university was for everybody, that it was a place
to find onese If and cultivate the intellect & to become Educated.

They were wrong.

It seemed that the once hallowed halls | had heard so much about from high
school counselors and television commercials had been mutated into a vo -tech for
card -carrying junior burea ucrats in the money -spun universedwestill called a nation. And
because | had always been a reader by nature, | knew that this cheap fabrication bore
little resemblance to the original left in a copy machine in th@back room ofisome
government building th  at housed those who thought they knew.

In spite of a lingering awareness, friends and counselorsstill had meieconvinced
that a degree was the answenf to all~“my American dreart
candt remember . And wi t hinth@humeaniteh adnvhateveethad e gr e e
meant 0 | was fully equipped to begin dissecting the Show by testihng my hypothesisfrom
within the innards of the apparatus that seemed to pump out turtlesiike,an outdated
assembly plant in a city where you live.

What else was | going to do with these.degrees?

So | taught.

With a Masterds, any Masterx 0s, I could work as an
every institution | applied. Why not, with n@ union to speak of you‘received little pay and
no benefits. Butit di dndét t,ake grad sc/hool to figure out that t

slave labor force with at least two degrees perslave and not just community colleges
and on -line ones either 9 all universities. However, in spite of the obvious financial
drawbac ks such@ homadic@ccupation did provide me with the time | required to
seriously write. It was at this point that the design of my function and of my fiction began
to materialize into a clearer, fuller image of the reality it reflected.

Or so | thoughts

But befor€ we get in‘knee -deep, let me preface the following by offering an
admittedly shallow disclaimer, which is to say that as a teacher | made a sincere effort
never to conduct my research at the expense of the students. The way | see it, | was like
a well -trained undercover cop | @ maybe a Fletch -like P.l. Justification comes in a variety
of flavors and in.my case the object of my fabrication as a teacher was ultimately to
lend a kind of ‘credibility to whatever it was | would find at the end of the r ainbow like the
unwitting protagenistin.seme Hitchcock film.

Could things have been done differently?

Yes.

Am | proud of everything | did?

No.

Am | human?

I guess wedll find out.

How could | have gotten this far?
| 8dm not sur e.
Mutating into a n  ovel, my research wrote itself as | used the Show just as it
endeavored to use me. Sure, you can teach. Her efs ¢
never good at math, but multiply that by 3 (which is all a part -timer can teach per
semester) and you have $ 6000. Multiply that by 2 (2 semesters in a school year) and you
have $12,000. Sprinkle in two summer classes at the same rate and you have $16,000.



Flip burgers, pump gas, pick -up dog loaves, and you can look down and see me nestled
below your tax -brack et. So to pay the rent and take the girlfriend for the occasional
Philly role and a movie you teach at several different universities and still only make
around $25,000 per year. Let me reiterate, you are teaching as much or more than a full -
time profess or and only make around $25,000 per year with no benefits -so | didnoét feel
as bad as | thought | might. After all, | was only using the system that was so blatantly
using me. Using the Show to write my book. Using my life to become the protagonist in
the story | hadanséven -yea tourserinimethod acting.
Be the ball.
Be the teacher.
Become the writer.
At times the memory of my original purpose seemed to fadeiinto the blackness of
the chalkboards | caked with limited and strange insights few cared to grasp. Although
now and again my clarity of purpose returned to me every time | gazed into,a class full of
bl ank stares or | i st e rggdndizing descrigtiorl ofteca lgtese 6 s s el f
publication of inane academic minutia or their collection of overly sentimental 9  -11
poems.
Someone with no degreesd and an unpurchased wisdon
People, institutions, cultuwures, ciwvilizationségé
These things are most easily destroyed from the inside out:
My hypothesis was tha t the university & the‘educational summit of American
conditioning dwas as bankrupdf as. Lincolmdés new nation it no
souls. This | suspected as a student, but hadto'know as a teacher. | assumed that like
communism and fast foo d the Show was/beyond the point of noyreturn and had to be
destroyed because only from its ashes could the real University rise (not the on -line one
called Phoenix). You see & my reader and only friend & teaching in the university is not
really about teac hing, it is aboutfprojecting the appearance/of a professor, a curriculum
vitae that reads like a book, a new and exciting publicationdon'the dangling participle.
And all the while the recollectionof the true University fades like late autumn leaves
raked -up by some guy who hated the Show more than | did.
Was his fate bound with mine?
Mine with his?
Althoughd have, in varying degreesyenjoyed many rewarding experiences during
my Otenfur ed as 0aseyeryané lest eferong @ime 81 never really desired to
teach in that way or in those places. My roles as teacher, instructor, Senior Lecturer,
were merely the shells | required to inconspicuously gather data to write this book and

discover what lurked behind the curtain. My life was the sa mple, my career the
experiment, and this testy I|Iittle book the findings.
before butyé

This T"sthe thesis my advisor coulddve never envi

A dissertation wrapped in a narrative.
A narrative to be shown like af ilm projected onto the screen of your mind.
Yes, | will admit that | have taken a few (well, maybe more than a few) liberties
here and there, adding a few stylistic touches throughout for effect 0 as it were. The way
| see it | have, as character -bound narrator, merely attempted to fill  -in the cracks with
the necessary details missing from memory, but essential for your consumption. So ease
back into the plush stadium seating of your mind, chew on some chemical -butter -
rubberized popcorn, and slide  into this threadbare world because it was made for lifting.
The theater is empty.
ltds just you and me and the Big Cheesecake.
So let the meditations of my heart be acceptable to you and to Him.



You see d my reader and only friend 0 today is my birthday and  the hour of my
death, today | sit alone throwing light through black ink, dreaming, delaying, relaying
these distorted lives to you as | wonder if | should quit everything and join the Navy

because if someone wrote a book about my life would anyone want to read it? Nah, |

like staying up late and sleeping -i n and dond6ét really care for those |
I 81l just keep writing my story. A series of stories:c
and now begin anew. But first open your eyes a nd listen to my voice. Let this pill dissolve

into the fabric of your memory until you are time and time is a deeping -spring that frees

you from slavish bonds to the predictable. Who am 1? | relay the stories. This is my voice.
Who are they? They are the stories. This is theirs

Lightsé di mming.
Cameraé rolling.
Audi enceé apprehensi ve.

EXTERIOR: THE SCREEN IS COMPLETELY BLACK.

VOICEOVER NARRATION:
The voice begins young. It is nearly androgynous, almost mechanieal. The voice
evolves, transmutes. Childhood to young adult. Young adult to middle age. Middle
age to maturity. The voice changes and yet remains the same. Thereis'a constant
resonance within its tenor 8 comforting and familiar.

0The beginning is a very delicate time. A multitudeef lives all rolled into one ball
only made visible by his golden tracer, a ring of narrative flame seen above, resolutely
beyond a sea of ink. Through these pages he moves channeling thexface of his Creator
knowing, being, having no need for t he constraints of timeas it will be until he can look
without hesitation, without fear int@'the contents of his life, smile back with eyes wide
open, and know [that heds not | ost. o

FADE IN:

EXT. A CREAKING NOISE IS HEARD, kIKE SOME ANCIENT DOBEING OPENED. THE
SOUNDS OF BREATHING AND,UNDERWATER BUBBLES CAN BE HEARD BY YOU WHO SIT IN
THE THEATER ALONE.

Slowly, a golden light begins to chase away the velvet black of the screen. Then
silence. The|breathing has stopped.“The only sound is the u nconscious drone of the
muffled projector in the booth. Yu are alone in the audience and you are still as the
i mage ofy, a face youdve never seen before materiali zes
eyes open, he peerspup,and the light grows brighter unt il your vision is saturated with an
unbendable gold -wrapped radiance. A choir of voices resounds in the theater until the
tranced symphony of light and sound is almost unbearable. Then silence. The screen
has darkened once again and you hear é

OMy Gbdre | am!é

CUT TO:



1C

Every child comes with the message that God is not yet dis€ouraged of man.
- Rabindranath Tagore

A child educated only at school is an uneducated child.
- George Santayana

EXTERIOR: THE MHWINTER SUN EMBLZES THE ROOM THROUGH DIRTY YELLOW BLINDS. A
YAWNING GOLDEN LIGHT MAKES EVEN THE JUMBLED MOUNDOFRCLOTHES, PAPERS, AND
STAR WARS ACTION FIGURES LOOK LIKE TREASURE.

In the corner of the room there is a boy in Green Lantern footy pajamas asleep.
His C-3PO sheets hang mostly off the single bed, half  -covering,the black, tan, and white
little dog snoring like a hairy old man plastered to the pub floor.. His dad, dressed in full
suit and briefcase gripped tightly in hand, gently nudges him.

CUT TO:

Olst &84 me tQ »get up “son, 0 he said in a hurried whi ¢

And then | triedito remember. the land of solitude and immaculate wishes.

OAl righdty | know, yes. 6 I, Danny, only eleven, h
subconscious responsesthat eould fool even those that kne w me best. Still in that
peculiar place sandwiched ambiguously hetween sleep and the waking world, | could
smel | dfad d-splashouidiSpice Bis dad wore before him as it drifted down his
tie-slung neck and saturated the air that surrounded me. In some way | never really
under st ood, dad@és cologne conveyed a sense of reassur
me back into'an even deeper, denser slumber that sometimes amplified the dream

interrupted.

Roughly‘twenty. -five minutes later & in would come mom . The Prowler, as dad
often referred to her, net'being a morning person, was slightly more vigorous in her loving
and crabby sort of way as she attempted to finish the job dad had started. Although
gentle at first, | knew a series of more forceful blows would soon follow from the tiny but
powerful arms like a cotton  -gowned ninja with confused hair and squinty eyes un -
squinted by glasses thick and bent and made just for her. After about thirty seconds and
a dozen or so jabs and needles, | knew | would som ehow find myself standing naked by
the shower, my little soldier all shriveled and frightened by the uninvited morning chill.
However, with its assuaging, incessant sound like nature beside me, the shower was
typically more than | could stand 0 especially when it was winter outside.

And it most certainly was.

More often than not | didndt really wake unti |l I
fists on the bathroom door, the locked handle moving furiously back and forth. As was
customary for the kid that woul ~ d grow up to be me, | had been asleep on the uneven
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linoleum floor, the water running continuously, my face red and sweaty from the dented
space heater that blew and sputtered just inches away. Like a miniature Roman senator
how | adored my own private st eam bath.

Snails and Oysters.

It was January.

*kkk

We had just moved into the smallest house in the neighborhood.

I didnoét mind b edievergthetoheen the eowmerk i d

The less people that knew me the better.

The first time the black and white  checkered Vans slip -on shoes | ordered from a
glossy magazine touched the bottom step of the bus and | gazed into the chronic stare
of the wvanilla hippo that drove it,, | knew it wasnot
with my laborious morning rou tine, even then | understood that | wasyutterly incapable of
making it to the bus stop with any true consistency. It was©nly because of,my tender
age and feigned ignorancefthat ) “was able to take ful
benevolence and drivewdbsl dbvembadoto drop out of schi
even got started.

Maybe that woul ddve beem better.

I think she had taken me to school with such frequency thatishe finally forgota

bus stopped a block from our house and | hoped the familiar sight o f the smoking yellow
beasts lined up in front“of Forgotten Trails EIl ement e
|l i ke a some Asian subway “shedd newer see. Anyway, tF
eleven, and mom dropped me off in front of the poo -brown brick school with strange
circular windows that fanned  -out in a tumor shape in a suburb near you.

Winterods breath/loitered]|iun» tolhefrigidmintarmimpymonl!l y <col d
my nostrils into caverns of snot -filled stalactites. The sign above theschool &6s front door
read 6Abandon AKI Hepe, You/d Who Enter Here.?d Wel |, i
before, | might take a few wrong turns here and there, likedriving down some bizarre
and darkened supen, -hi gthway, but t hiP s i s amnhesmpusehlindeand |1 611 vee
me. Maybe | just like tooremember things by the images they cast, not necessarily the
way they really were. So, fashionablylate, | had to check -in the principalds offic
regularly visited for a paddling,and a fifteen -minute speec h on the finer points of good

citizenship and | gsually wore an,extra pair of underwear just in case.
Sometimes | would griniand fart a little right when the paddle hit my bum.
My fifth grade teacher 0 Mrs. Gayhead & had an endless supply of smartly
matchi ng outfits crowned with some'sort of thematic brooch attached just above her
right breast saggy and siphoned/ '-out by a Wal -mart pump and three kids she wanted
most of the time.
Uncomfortable butstrue.
Her brain fizzing~0 damp with caffeine 0 she sported a JC Penney wardrobe
bought with gift certificates and she always welcomed me with a stained smile and an
eye -lit twinkle like it was perpetually her first day on the job. Although Mrs. Gayhead
generally meant well, there was really nothing in her teachi ng that separated her from
the other NEA drones that filled the spaces between the beginning and ending of the
day. Her only distinguishing characteristics were her perpetually buoyant attitude and
her dragon coffee breath, which on several occasions caus ed me to dry heave at my
little desk bolted to my little chair. She had given up trying to get to the bottom of my
constant tardiness 8 she just smiled and motioned me toward my space at the back of
the room directly below one of those nauseatingly happy posters where some washed -
up TVstarorsemi-i | | iterate athlete told me that O6Reading |Is
apples with talking worms and dreamy pictures of the ocean or the mountains with
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inspirational sayings no one would ever really say made me feel sick and alien in a world
| had already grown to dislike with an intensity only a kid can measure.

Skinnygirl and Prettygirl sat in front of me.

From what | later learned on  Twenty -One Jump Street , they just about raped
Cousin and me in the coatroom. Maybe we shoul ddve | et them. Come t
besides Skinnygirl and Prettygirl and Cousin and me, the rest of the class was one disaster
after another.

But what did | know?

What did | know of hygiene and parenting?

*kkk

And there existed a fre sh slice of my very own generation, besieged with
overmedicated and sucked  -out brains that required the lawyer{ »-clad legion of present
and future drugs gleefully supplied to them by your friendly neighborhood
pharmaceutical corporation. But what was really goinghon? What was the cause of the
acronymic scourge? ADD, ADHD, OCD, BFD 0 not t@a mention just plain anxiety. What
was happening to our prefvtontal cortexes that coul dni
impulse control, critical thinking and empathy? It seemeddthat nobody cared because
with the simple pop of a pill and a swig of Kool -aid or seme over -marketed seda,the
world was back to normal and all righty -right again. Adderall, Concerta, and Ritalin.
Methypatch, Prozac, and Zoloft. Paxil, Effexor, an @ Depakote.“Zyprexa, Strattera, and
dondt forget good 060l Lithy um.

Kid tested and mother approved.

The myriad of cognitive< defici'encies couldndt hav
infused addiction to television and video games and advertising and junk food al I
sauced together by an education system that never really taught us how to think or feel

anyway. Must 6ve_belen-dsegsome libeaahcanimurdsathat peisoned
the water with a stupid potion in aplot to overthrow all that is good and pure i n the
world.

Corrupting the preciots bodily fluids of the saints'in a silent and terrible accord.
Anyway, there was Greenfinger.
Greenfinger picked, his nose like he was jackhammering into his brain to repair a
broken pipe, but it was,ekay because he had asthma and got straight A®6s.
wonder how smart someone‘could be who ate his boogers like they were covered in
honey and chocolate.
There was Bighead.
Bi gheadds head was too big and he was |l ocked in a
hap piness like fifth grade was the heaven his mom told him about every night before he
lay down in the car -shaped bed he wet because he kept dreaming about waterslides.
There was Secarygirl:
Scarygirl ruledthe class like a miniature Stalin with knobby, bu dding breasts and
glasses her sister, Fatgirl, used to wear & they gave her constant headaches. But Scarygirl
endured them because they reminded her of Fatgirl who drowned at fat camp after

she, in a haze of addiction, consumed the lethal dose of Cadbury eggs and pixie sticks
she smuggled in her Malibu Barbie underwear.
Some | had a mild fondness for, but most of them
after they were abducted and their sad little faces plastered on the vitamin D milk
carton | wo ul tchdebeforetheadire dut to gpin a little tetherball.

One timeé Dumbkid was bitten on the head by a dog
in a coma. Some of the other kids cried like they knew what they were crying about. |
read that the Marianas Trench inthe  western Pacific Ocean is the lowest point on the
Earthds surface at 36, 198 feet.
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One timeé the entire school was in an uproar when
Womanchild had her first period in first period and that resident hunk 0 Manchild dgota
little patch of pubic hair like some tiny putting green. | read that Passover o or Pesah &
begins at sundown on the evening before the 15 th day of the Hebrew month of Nisan,
which falls in the end of March or the beginning of April. Sometimes, when | was really
bored, | i ke the geek in some bad 806s movie, | would cli
boyds bathroom and then over into the girldés where |
I didnoét know what kind of alien device | was | oo

Usually, I just sat in the bac k of class and read or appeared busy while | imagined
what color my lightsaber would be. And somehow | sensed that one day everything
would come back to haunt the characters that would spring -up from the seed who
looked like me.
O0Danny, could evopleame?ber Thed predictably rhythmi

Mrs. Gayheadds voice rarelgyrconceal ed her emotions.
scores were quite goodé quite goodydéd she said in quie
letter home withyouforyou r parents to »opewn, okay. 6

00Okay. 6 I wasnd6t real Ry sure what test she refer
although | could vaguely recall putting together designs withfblocks and seeing pulleys
and levers and some bored guy with a timer and a bad hairc ut.

What was that for?

OHave you finished your assitgnment?4é

OWhat assignment?5¢

*kkk

| had to take a different bus home than | normally did, it toek a little longer, but |
had to avoid the dandruff ~ -dusted sixth igrader whose glasses | broke the day be  fore with
a rabbit punch to the head before | grabbed my books and ran/like a tiny, white Carl
Lewis with slightly less sugar in theé tank. So l\got home around 3:30 instead of my usual

3:15 and mom already had the chicken thawing in,its little wading pool next to the sink.
Dad habit4wal |l ¥ ygot home around 6: 00 and we ate prompt
least 7:00 did the pocketed anger from his evening commute mostly subside and it
wasndt really unitil 7:30 that i fitewbhadtezafe to relax ar
OHow wasss sschooly today Danny?596 Mom genuinely want
She was€ternally authentic.
OFiMme, 6 | said rifling them both up with the first
0Do you have any homewor k?56
ONo. 6
OHow i s verjybaveeany homewor k? School must be pr
she was \being #&Ssarcastic, although even then | knew it
Ol t i SOl " muttered flatly.
OYoudre T ucky. I al ways had good grades, but | h
intheNat i onal Honor Society in high school,éd she said w
| remembered the tarnished little pin she showed me with NHS engraved on it, or
maybe it was a ring, either wayhoodablbwnod Daindt i nterest

got home right on time, set his keys and change on the marble entryway table, and
went to change clothes or rather take his dress shirt off and put on his favorite shorts. He
usually left his black socks on to lay on the couch and watch the evening news.
Sometimes he would just wear his boxers and his inquisitive little soldier would make a
most unwelcome and disturbing appearance, like it needed to know how many murders
took place in the city that day.

Uncomfortable but true.
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Sometimes on nice days we would  play catch in the backyard 0 he was always
good about that. He worked hard and was a good dad. They were both good parents
and they loved me with all the love given to them.

I wasnod6t their fault.

| had just drifted into a fringe beyond their control.

Dinner was always some classically American amalgamation of vegetables,
bread, potatoes, salad, and a selection of some hormone -stuffed meat. | made sure
never to spill my milk & two previous gold -nugget ring -enforced backhands off my seat
were all the av ersion therapy | required.

Dad repeated Momds question: OHow was school toda
OFine. o
OFine, can you el aborate?d Talking to me took a

persistence like getting an old veteran 0 like all veterans 0 to talk abaut'the time he  saw
the devil walk the earth in between smoke and corpses.

0l really candt remember much" 6

oDid you | earn anything?bé6

oYea, | | earned about tthe Marianas Trench, 6 | mu m

00h, what <c¢cl ass was t hagt irwithdhe subversicmthte d qui t e f am
had already wound through my life.

0Social studies. o

By the way, you can all thank John Dewey for thatridiculous class.

0Social studies? You~l earnedi. about that in socia

OYea, itds this npewrbaooyk 6l Igostaifdr ofno rtgheet tliinbhg about
buried just a step ahead.

o0Did you check it out?6 The puzzled | ook on my f
reveal ed the habitulal nature of my discretion. oDanr

you that you e« atnfbds g ulsdcaoksa,kfyou have to check them ou
often | made his tired evenings better.

ol dm<€gonna  take it“back, é | whimpered gingerly.

0That “doesnot, matter, you have to check them out
of repeating himself.

00&y. ¢

0 Ok ayf ? You, saifidythat | ast time Danny?5é

00kay, | witly . o

oDanny?0 Mo my a s k etdi nma d harhde rd iwfeffdsi ng manner . oD
Gayhead give you“something today?¢6

OMrs. Gayhemad?d

oYesy Mrs. £ Gayhead. That nice | adyéyou see every

Oh, her*

00h, yea. Itds in my book bag. 6

0Good, wedl |l l ook at it after dinner, 06 she said s

Like the decent and intuitive woman she was 0 she always knew.

*kkk

The added space the vaulted ceilings gave our living room wa s offset by the
brown and rust shag carpeting thick enough to swallow a small animal or child and right
then | wished it woulddve swall owed tdMomandne. But it
Dad on one couch and this one on the other.

o0bDad, can keutéebuemi si on off 2?6

That ds not good

And to my horror he immediately did without the slightest objection just after |
heard the anchor say something about backing the military rulers of some Latin
American country and that thousands of people had died incl uding a couple of
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American nuns or something or other. Anyway, the absence of television noi
usually portend anything positive 0 at least for the little kid who looked like me.

oDanny, have you seen this yet?6 mom inquired cas

0Seen what yet?6 I didndt know why, but | was st

0The |l etter Mrs. Gayhead gawviaghingu today, 6 she sai

00h, no. She told me to you have guys open it.?o
told the truth.

oWell, we have. akingya dest a feve moathstback? A test with
Dr. Achievement ? You probably took it by yourselfé
him in the room?6¢6

oDanny, are you | istening?b6 Dad asked with an ir
given fuel and occasion

00Okay, 6 | said out of cont exitd

00Okay yes or ok no?d6 moem sai.d . patiently.

0l dondét remember. o

I did, so I 6m not sure swhyy | saind | didno6t.

oWell, anyway, you did, . »and whati you took was an
your scores have placed you into the school s Gihft ed Pregram. o6

I didnoét know if that meant, | was wveally smart or

And | still dondt.

oDo you want to know yYyeur scoxre?d6 Mom asked unabl
anticipation.

ONot really, 6 | sfaid wondering what was for desse

ONot r aMnlyl mdt 26 fDad asked yperplexed and a Ilittle

0l dondét know. 6

And | didndt .

oWell, wedre 'goilng to tell you anyway. The chart
that a genius has an IQ of atleastone -h'umdr edsand thirty, and you scor ed

ol doemant €¢tho know!™a | “shouted |ike an idiot or a

control.

I di dnot pundemnstand why and | didnoét care.

OAl ri ghsts Danny,, settle down, 6 Dad stated squarely

OWhys£dondot »you “want us to tell you?d6 omShe asked c
with me for a son.

ol fdondét knowy | just dondt. o

0Okay, wedl | respect that. I wondt tell you the
was welll over 1¥30,6 she announced, slipping it into t
was universally realized.

Over< B3 0a0@and theydd give you a snow white horse.

A golden soul'andthe metal to rule.

Dad said, o0Despite some of your behavior wedve al
smart, but this is fantastic news. This has really confirmed a lot of things your mother and |
had al ready suspected. This shows your potential and
up to it.o

Potential?

oDanny, | believe that everyone is blessed with o
understand it, to fulfill it. Maybe this in some way has to do with your <calling, I don
for sure. But even with our assistance as your parents, it is ultimately your responsibility to
search it out and discover what it is God has put in

knew that they uttered a binary truth that floated just beyond me.
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I, Danny, was only eleven, but sensed that ©6call:i
words that would interrupt the rest of my days. I di
and 0 as a matter offact &1 really didon@t even want

Besides, how could | even be sure this had anything to do with anything?
0This also means that you can begin gifted class
suggested that you start right away, to get yourself acquainted with the other kids and

tryandget caught up with the material, 6 Mom said with obyv
smile mirrored by his.
I't was then that | realized I couldndét refuse.

That things were going to be different.
Get caught up with the material?
I didnoét | i ke the way that{ sounded.

*kkk

Gifted class 6 the forgotten Cosby kid of the district aitook placeina small
globular room with no windows like some sort of antediluvian adobe hut plucked from
the earth, tagged, and hidden away in the basement of the Smithsonian.
But ther e was me dthat is Danny 0 and six other kids,'some older, some younger 0
I didnoét | ike the | ook o any “0of, t hem. These were tt
making fun of.
Smellykid d the kid who smelled like creamed corn and old tacos.and who

somehow managed to constantlRyny |l ock” himself in the sta
| should know.
Ghost & the white girl so white she looked clear; she had'a big red Afro and even

bigger feet she crammed like French.prisoners into her hand -me -down Jellies.

Stinkfinger 6 the nose -pigking butt, -scratcher with a‘special pension for fondling his
testicles like he was the only one lin'the room‘and,who would cry and raise his hand for
no apparent reason.

Sweatrings "0 the Jewish girhwho lived on a steady diet of chocol ate and root
beer and who already hadya woman -sized set of breasts that sweat in circles.

Mumbles & the foreign kid with dappled ache and weird facial hair who had a
brother that liked#o pee on him when he'slept.

Uncomfortable but true:

The Unknown Sol dier 8 the semi -androgynous kid who talked so much that he
passed out at least once a week fram.oxygen deprivation.

Am l'one of these kids?

I clextainly dobmtmaybelfvasel | i ke it

Maybe.

On the first day‘of class my new teacher 0 Mr. Latent & taught about human
anatomy, which to my juvenile surprise | actwually fol
long to see how this class was different. For starters, Mr. Latent looked different. He
looked like one of the weirdo kids, only bigger and he didndét reek | ike food | eft

trash too long. He had tremendously profound glasses that magnified his eyes into little

planets his feral hair seemed to orbit. He always wore a tie with some sort of animal or

philosophical quote on it & his socks rarely matched 9 and one shoe was perpetually

untied even though | saw him tie both of them at least once an hour. Besides his

appearance, Mr. Latent was different than the other teachers because he knew that he

di dndét know and he spokwerteon 6tth ec rkaizdys, Ibiuke atchteuyal 'y ha
valuable to speak into the world. And although the tempo of his lectures was faster than

| was accustomed to, there was a built  -in flexibility that allowed the students to move at
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their own pace. But most of all | could tell he understood how to handle the perceived
oddities of each little foible that existed in front of him.

Including this foible.

In there their weirdness seemed to dissolve into a coherence of thought d their
strange questions no longer seemed  strange 0 their behavior not so different than my
own. And for the first time | began to see all these eccentrics as something else, their

appearance even seemed better Omore dignified. I n Mr. Latentds cl
was treated with respect, eac  h topic, no matter how random or stupid d explored 9 and
for the first time | began to |l earn things | hadnot

end of class | got my first assignment and each one of us was responsible for a part of
human anatomy & a part we got to choose. Within a week we had to be an expert on
whatever part we selected and then had to teach it to the rest of the elass.

| chose the eyeball.

| gave my report the next day.

*kkk

Before | was able to deliver my report, Mr. Latent | edqsa discussion on the
importance of personal hygiene d which | assumed was dirécted at everyone but me o}
and while interesting | just wanted it to be over so | could begin to,stupefy the group with
my newborn intelligence like some prepubescent prophet pr eparing the weirdoes for the

Exodus. After lunch, Mr. Latent, in his naturally courtedus manner,-attempted to settle us
down and told Stinkfinger to put his hand down and quit crying and warned The

Unknown Soldier to quit talking because his facetwas turn ing blue. I sensed that my time
was cl ose at hand. Ri"'ght then he“"pulled me aside anc
youdre ready to give your report?dé he breathed in a (
| think so.
0l think so, 6, | lsaid ssadbutostlpglyeweoyondwithimpg i f |  wa
ignorance.
OAre you sure?bé6 He askied knowing | wasnodt .
oYes o | muttered with " a persistent, naive confid
guestions and the inflection of his voice planted a seed of doubt that would soon grow in
to the report everyone could see.
00kay, =90 »aheady, and begin, 6 he said |ike a govern

| could tell the othersiwere eager.itothear what the new kid had to offer.
o0Dofgd you wanty me “to stand?é¢
ONo, you cahn jpustr egiywa iatr ef,roorhewlseai d moti oni ng me
seated.
We all sat around a large, imitation  -wood table, rather than individual desks da
concept that seemed so practically obvious to effective group communication, yet
something thirty kidsicrammed'in a class n  ever allowed. | prattled on for what seemed
about five minutes, but'actually turned out to be closer to fifteen. | foamed at the mouth
about rods and cones and the superior lateral rectus muscle and at least twenty other

anatomical terms | memorized the night before. When | was through, | looked up and o}
to my full revulsion & saw the blank and exhausted looks that careened back at me from
across the table. Undeniable boredom, mystification d nothing.

0Okay, Danny, are you t hr otmgade?adeachely t hough Mr . Lat
attempt to look interested, | could sense that even he was indifferent.
| nodded affirmatively.

OAl right, thank you Danny, | etds move on to histo

At least one lifetime later, at the end of class, Mr . Latent asked, oDanny, cz¢
you for a second?96

00kay. 6

This isndét good
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oDanny, I think you may of rushed things, misunde
and | blame myself actually. In here, it is expected that you try and dig beneath the
surfac e . You told us all about the parts of the eye, b
function of it, the essence of it. It usually takes my kids quite some time to understand
exactly what it means to find the true nature of whatever it is they study. Thin gs have
been so busy for me | ately with the budget meetings
he said drifting for a moment. O0But it is my fault foc
for that | apologize. So, wh e thispgain?6Tryeandr eady, why dor

discover the essence of the eye, tell us something that will make us think of it in a
different way. Try and expand yours, as well as the minds of everyone you come in
contact with. Take your time. | know this is a lot for you to t ake in right now, but | have
confidence in you and I 8&8m her€nto _help. 56
His Blue Whale tie wasndt enedgh to distract me f
that reminded me of Santa Clause in some painting | had s€en once in a book |
O6borroweddé frmom.t he Iwiakndoft sur€ exactly what he mean:
made sense 0 or at least it would after | became somebody. elseg For the first time a
teacher spoke to me like | would one day understand a conscieus world just above
water dchallengingmeto become a thing 1) didndot “know exi sted.
I wouldndét | et him down" agai n.
*kkk
Eye report Il took me almost three weeks to prepare 0 but prepare | did. | worked
with a never -before -experienced singular purpose and.concerned myself with nothing
else exc ept the occasional grainy repeat of Planet of the Apes and a'semi -friendly game
of street hockey with the fellas after dinner while light sill lingered on a desaturated and
thin winter horizon. Mrs. Gayhead 0 despite her anonymous joy. about my absence for a
large portion of the day & began to whine like a prune  -faged infant who just creamed
her diapers because of my lack ofinterest in the thought -sucking busywork she nightly
bestowed upon each and every one of her students d as she kept referring to them.
't wasynot €l kedalndcareerhafimlieg di dndt care now.
I woulidmdt I et Mr. Latent down again.
That day | ambledhinto class %06 my confidence trailing behind like a blind drunk o}
and | had an odd tingling;sensation in‘myxchest | wanted to scra tch if only | could stick
my hand inside myself. My scabby ego cried desperately for me to feign illness because
I knew /t hat i f < int omeaystned t1 gdoioddn datg abenl ong.
Mr. Latent @ after having his regular morning discussion with Sweatrings on the risks
of a mostly chocolate diet 8 graciously illuminated the class on taxonomy. A long time
ago in a galaxy far, far away, Carolus Linnaeus composed a hierarchal classification
system for plants\and animals.£In total, old Carol came up with seven taxono mic levels:
kingdom, phylum, class,.erder, family, genus, and species.
What were turtles?

What am 1?

While mildly interesting, | just wanted him to end so | could begin.

OAl though | have some concerns with this system a
asa coherent theory, | wildl address those another tim
direction. I didn6ét know what that meant, although I
altogether different life lived before the foundations of the world.

00Okay Dangwypyu aerady?o0 His planets rested on me.

oYes. O Again | stood and again Mr. Latent told m

from my seat.

Although | gave brief mention to the parts, it was only as they pertained to their
proper context of its overall functio  ning. | revealed how the rods and cones contained
photoreceptors that convert light first to chemical energy and then into electrical energy
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for transmission to the vision centers in the brain. How cones provide acute vision and

function best in bright | ight and how they allow us to see colors and fine detail. |

concluded with the examples of how someone may see musical notes as color hues or

feel flavors as different textures in the skin. Then | stopped and stared down into my

notes with a wavering une ase like | could see through the black marks and into an

alternate universe where even liars got into Heaven.
And then | realized that & for the first time 0 light had penetrated my prison  -cave.
How had it gotten there?
oDanny, ar e you afentaskes likeakihdly od man oiden mother.

I didndét want to |l ook up.

0Yes. O

But | did.

0That was a fine job Dannyé nad fine job. o6 I coul d
satisfaction that rested on his face and in the faces of the wéirdoes o curiosity.

It was at the end of class that Mr. Latent pulled me aside ford@ second, time and
sai d, oDanny, | just want tosatell“ pwou how proud of
to give you the up -front attention | had given the others. “"And‘though | expec ted an
i mprovement, I certainly digdmét expecty anything 1ike
have made real strides and are on the right path and | wantto encourage you to keep
moving forwardé good job#ho he “saidodlislieabsor@ings mi | ed, hi s

mine. And for the first time | sensed some foreign consciousness. Had hbeen educated?
Immutably changed in some small way?

Education.

Not the one they had told me about; but the one with the Door he had shown

me.
But would | walk through it?
*kkk
A month had passed andiit still felt right:
| was refofrmed O redeemed.
| got up on timey made the bus almost everyday, Mom and Dad wondered what
strange visitors had abducted their'son., It was a great time in my life 0 and then it
happened. It wass Wal enti neds Day and we had our first Fri
To the dismay ofdhe fellas, 1*had, befriendedithe weirdoes 0 but what did they know 0
what difd they kmow of |ifeds unseen twists and turns°~-
What/did 1?
| had learned to apprecia. | te'them despite some of their rather unsavory habits
and | didndt care who cared. I't was toward the end c
Latent gently asked us to be quiet & he had something to say.
I ditdmdta " ke the | ook asonhishagwdseomeedand for some r
oWel |l ;" know this is Valentineds Day, but what I
void of affection, as it were. First, let me say that you have made my life an absolute joy.
All of you have contributed something entirely uniq ue and it has made me a better
person beyond what | believed possible. I am going t
Miss us?
0Some of you may have heard me mention budgets an
bureaucracy from time to timeé things | wduldndt wi st
wasndt my intention to burden you with my troubles, i
no matter how hard | tried. I really dondt know how
board has decided, in all their unbounded wisdom, to cut the funding for this program,
whi ch they have -edseseemmetdi ablnbonand it is effective as of
week you will all go back to your r eguoffiikeher ot ati on of

was speaking to himself as he paused and looked down at his untied shoe. Ol dm s
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for how late I dm telling you all this, but | was onl
deci sion myself and | was hoping, maybe naively, that
that things woulddve been different. 6

Hiswordsdi dndt seem real

Like he was reading from a book he borrowed from the liar who wrote it.

Although | had only known him for just a short time, | felt that a certain talent was
lost and may never be found. | tried to step outside myself for a moment to gr asp a
reality my uprooted mind wasn6t yet equipped to compr
tears that formed oceans underneath his planets and it was the first time | had seen a
grown man cry 0 if only a little while & and it disturbed me. | found out later the money
saved by cutting the non  -essentials went toward tolerance and sensitivity training for staff
and faculty district -wide.

I was angry and | really ditdnd&t understand why.

| could feel its wind blow outside the glass.

0l dm so sorryvithmha,td | Dells dieddlwiappi ng hi s eyes with
handkerchief he slid gingenlyafrom_his back pocket.
made this class what it is Some |I@we had since the
think of you withoutthis. Somet i mes | i fedi ssndét fairéy, someti mes | i f
But | want you to know that yow dondét “need me to becc
have done is pointed you in the right direction out of the,cave. Godhas provided
everythingyouneed,i t i s up to you Mo conthyi nue what wedbve star

own best teachers. | have something for everyong, itiisithe least | could'do.)Your gifts
are all here in this box so please, before you,go, find the onewith your name on it and
take it. 6
Just like that my vacation had ended.
Some of the kids cried.
Others just asked stupid questions.
Without looking him in the face, | walkedyover to thé box and found the small
pl ague with my »name oniit “and | eft. Atatdayo digh school
was over for me. | walked outside to,the playground set into a pile of big hamsters chips.
I di dndot y,car'e.
| had nowhere te-go really.
| codl"dndt ngo back to what | was. I hated how I
for taking our gmoney. | hated MraLatent for letting it happen. But what did | know?
What did | know of forced tolerance? "What did | know of the way of the world? |
climbed up ta the highest level of the ' miniature wooden fort, sat on the edge, and
stared at my plaqu e that read:;

The iniquitous are ensnared
by the transgression of their lips,
but the truthful will shine through obscurity.

Some time later | sensed that Mr. Latent and the other weirdoes whose weirdness
reflected mine had circled beneath me & what seemed to be a mile down their mouths
moved db ut | coul dnot hear them | i ke some muted sitcom.
and mechanical ringing in my head as | fell from my perch into an ocean of ignorance |
w o u | dretdn from until it was me that died.
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Foul l ust of |l echery, behgld thy “dwe. Not only dost
bringest destruction to his body too.
-The Man of Lawds Tal e

Education is a weapon whose effect depends on who holds'it in his hands and at whom
it is aimed.
» Joseph Stalin

EXTERIOR: THERE IS AN ESTABLISHING,SHOT OF A FACELESS SUBURB IN SOME AMERICAN
CITY NEAR YOU. THE CAMERA SLOWLY FOCUSES TO REVEAL A RANSHYLE HOUSE THAT
APPEARS RATHER MODEST COMPARED TO TBBRES THAT SURROUND IT. IT IS EARLY
SPRING AND THE NEIGHBORHOOD IS SATURATED WITH/ACTIVITY.

A young man A i es \asleep 4/in the sun on the back po
Candide he stol e, or rather boffrowed, from hkea school 8s
wound. The phonefrings and jars,him from a deepening dream. He appears slightly
shaken, unsettled. He goes inside te answer it.

CUT TO:

6Ri dl ey, di d yanforget about yar appointment? Ya nee
littleindi anm, 6 s ai dcuttinguechahicalrvgice on the silly -business end of the line.
The exceptionally masculine female tone that had plagued me for the first three and a
hal f ylears of my hi g asseeetyane kept tefering oiti & felcoa slightly
deaf ears like the,Pope pooing.n the woods or something like that.
Anywaymysmothers® 0'a German immigrant only thrice removed from the Island o}
never wantied me to really grow up and wasndt altoget!
development u p to this point in what would be a swift and bizarre trip to the bottom of
the ocean. She would stare at me for hours in my crib, reflect on the darkest moments of
her life, and resolve that | would see none of them. My parents were children too and
alwa ys wanted me to have a brother, but conception was immaculate in my family and
they were thankful to have me.

| was thankful forthemtoo donly | didndét know it then.
It was April.
*kkk
0Good morning Ridley, come in anddBlblendinga seat, 6 t

evenly benevolence with acrimony; the vacant words sank into the walls colored wheat

from smoke stains like a Greek coffeehouse & or a Dutch one 9 or whatever, you get the

point. oDr. Sade wil!l be with yodmlsokeobifachlsy, 6 Mr s. Bur
that encased an overfed face painted like a cheap Van Gogh forgery. She looked like
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a white Aretha Franklin with big glasses and an even bigger mole screaming to be

amputated from the side of her left cheek that was somehow a little f atter than the one
that sagged on the right side of a large and empty head.
The Sade 9 as he was ubiquitously known by students and faculty alike dwas

unguestionably the most vindictive principal in the Central District. He regularly had
select students sentenced to his office on holidays and weekends and had reserved this

Saturday especially for me even though | couldndt rer
that would have warranted this most unexpected rendezvous with a man who truly
believed 6noét weoayidngure the myriad of afflictions t|

he presumed eternal.
Keep hanging on to that dream fat man.
| saw a manatee in a public pool once, but it was only him{
If only some drunken Florida backwoods hee -haw coOwud doveoveuhm. a pr o
The quarterly tequila f esti val threoewn at Al ki ds parentds cono
me a peso shy of coherenttf Al Ki'osaparents | et her dc
a brief flowering period of beauty and moderate professional suceess be fore marrying a
wealthy alcoholic. She had three kids she let do anything theydwanted before
commi tting suicide in the glarbage of hex | overods rent e
There was discontented music.
Music in my head like an organ.
Displaced chimes bounced off my ple asure deme dicy anthbent. | felt the
adrenaline surge expand veins trading energy with the“grilled,heat that began to rise as
an angry wind blowing up my spine into the base of my skull'where it nestled for a long
winterds nap.
0Come inébod
The audience is watching ..
| looked at Bungling for any sort of useful or encouraging sign, but all | got was an
unusable smile perched there since the early Fifties afixed at the subatomic level dand |
wondered when wasithe last time she bought new:clothes.” The ad joining office smelled
like week -old tacos'and,was decorated courtesy of The Sade's corpulent wife framed on
his desk andyin<his |ife and who mustdéve made even
the scrutiny of any bulbever a single, tertified watt. Mo isture clung to The Sade
forehead like nep/ous, clear zitsyas his vacahchords wrestled with his fat to emit sounds.
ORI dI ey, ités come tto my attention, through certain i
skipping school and getting drunk on a regular basis € is this true?d6 he asked r
My fattention was momentarily drawn to a fly resti
room kaleidoscoped behind his enormous, bear -like head with colors fusing as raspberry
swallowed yellow,sending red beyond blue into a pattern -imaged reflection of the room
itself.

h
0s

oWel |l /0 be honest sir,o6 | said sucking in air.
inconceivable why anyone would start a rumor |ike the
modest sense of pride in my well -time d and mildly reflective answer and wondered what
business it was of his what | did with my free time anyway.

Big nosy fat slob!

But what did | know?

What did | know of life beyond a vague and limited horizon?

6Well, Ridley, | 8m gonnea ttoa ps eceuti fa yfoeuw abnadr sl haerre |
the same tune. o He | iked to speak in some sort of ar
really understood @& including The Sade himself 61 guess it made him feel smar
sources claim to have seen you and several of your associates with beer in the vehicle as
you | eft school the other day, 6drhtieasanglinglupdnd ke a proud
to the right.
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Up and to the righté is that a tell?
Is he lying?

His sources?

When was the last time | skipped?

Last week?

| was reasonably uncertain The Sade was lying.

He candt know for sure.

Is he just trying to make me confess to something, anything?

Or does he really know and heds just making me sq

Deny until confronted with videotape.

OWel londlt know why anyone woul dang wekicletfthara |, I dondt
is an alcoholic beverage present, o6 | said glancing gt
school -clock up and to the left & feeling like a back -alley politiciamindmore ways than
one. I then had a sudden asnd violent urge to drive or
gold pens on the front offthe deskythrough The Sadedd:
thick layer of tinted -glass he had peered dimly through:forlonger than even he,cou Id
remember.

Twenty years to life.
7300 days of prison yard slap and tickle.

oWell, Ridl ey, s uwohld make sersecyow gradesaonright of
your intelligence. | 6ve syeen yaour test-hmawedres, 6 he s
pellet s uncomfortabl e anpn@d true. oOYowr 1 Q and a C avera

for this remarkable disparidtwy?0
Remarkable?
Interesting choice of words.
Sucking in aig, 0Gir | dutdfarlandsmokydiese xhal i ng a |l ung
Well, that was only pa rtly true.
Driven murkily by a thimble -full of perception and a keg of obscure, | looked in
the mirror, adjusted my wrinkledcollar, and fluffed the luscious glory as | thought about
Ki tt en éddownly andflawlessly aslant 061 hoped to see more of them at the party
later that night when__.she walked upbehind me. Chaste grabbed me by the arm like a
surly truck driveror a'gap -toothed athletefull of chemicals and rage and | swelled
instinctively like a'puffer -fish crested by a'not -so-slightly-feat hered -mullet.
OWhy doné6t you want she saldéa&dafbrokeb, eyestdoubld i s ? 6
stitched with girl -shaped tears.
Talk about what?
The fact that your sistef looks like a beanbag with a head.

A bloated ticksreading one of those romance books wi th a horse on the cover.
Power-l i ¥t ng cookie dough, getting it all over her
I dm a Woman in a Man6s Body Tour.

Stretched over her like a boat cover three sizes too small.
OWhat are you talking about ?fft dm&beaasduleofvoul dndt st
horny suits on their lunch break 8 but was attractive in her schoolgirl way. Unfortunately,

|l ooking at her overstuffed older sister, and picturir
oUsé why candt you ever jrsdidnabosvus? & nor mal conve
Man, did | leave the cigarettes in my locker?
0Agai n, wh gakidgraeb oywtu? 6 | -lasghingdvithithee vdrst kind of

selfish ignorance, which only served to compress more liquid from ducts all pitiful and
inflamed -like.

0Dooywy want this to work or not?96 Her | ip quivere
strawberry -glaze lipstick.



24

O0Yes! 6 | said | ookiodmigglingfo mgselfd 0s @eit hg@ tkétdrugsé |
mean Opharmaceutical sd Stepfat herghtmareeoflant o mut e t he de
unfulfilled life lived in veiled pursuit of rings and things he thought would fill the empty
space that grew inside him as an allergic reaction to his wrought denial.

oWell, then youdre going to have toomytomert communi
communi cating. Wedre both eighteen now, wedre adult
mature relationship and stay together, then you are going to have start telling me how
you feelé how you feel about me, how you feadeyembout every
betrayed her credulity and some part of me wanted to love it 0 nurture it. But on that
day, | wanted to devour it like an ISM d any ISM & does the human soul.

Her exposure to me would forever harden her heart from experiencing the kind of
love she would later believe only existed for the young and ignoranta After receiving her
doctorate in psychology from the university of wherever, she wrote a best -selling book
convincing untold others that they should forget that kind offleve too.

She dedi cated it to yours truly.

0O0Okay, | knowé | 6m tr yiyga®Ho The, words dropped ou
lifelessly onto the ashen tTiMde undermeath my dirty Ct
o0Yea, youb6re trying, thatés what "you said a month

with ho oked brows as an angry garden bloomed in her tilled and overplanted face.

oWeldm,t rlyi ngéwhat do awant frem me?é

ol want you to act | ike you<“cwarel!od

I did care. I jusgt "didndét care enough to put her
at that pointin my underdeveloped life onlythad room enoughyfor one.

And even that was getting crowded:

*kkk

Where | lived it was warm for, most of the year and | had spent the last two
seasons surveying my watery kingdom for infractions, but mostly for slender ankles that
attached delicate feet to trim, protracted legs‘moving fluidly’below carnal hips joined by
a poster -like tors@ sporting two large, but manageable breasts that hung loudly just
beneath a neck evenly earrying the weight of a proportionate head that advertised a
singular, telling face.

| had specific tastes.

But rarely‘the patience te wait for them.

| would'usually just get'drunk and mount the easiest horse.

Uncomfortable but true.

But what did | know?

What did | know of what/it meant to be a man with a p lan beyond a tan and a
van?

Five twenty=fivw@ an hour wasndét going to make me rich,
ample opportunity to'werk'on my luscious golden, meet girls, buy alcohol, and sleep -off
hangovers while sitting lifelessly in the lifequard stand wi  th hat pulled down over UV
protective sunglasses & my hand resting involuntarily half -way down my red drawstring
shorts |ike an old man who didnét care anymore.

Beauty was seventeen dtan 0 salaciously rounded with sun -bleached blond hair
and a smile | would sometimes notice from the other side of waking. | detested getting
up early but loved opening with her. In the morning her breath always smelled like
maple syrup and blankets;  she liked Joplin, Hendrix, Yes, and the Dead and loved to pull
tubes. Beauty was smart and funny and although | was with many girls | met at Suburban
Lake County Club, | was never with her. 't wasndt dt
to the abundance of mine and my appreciation for her made me unstrung and weak
and s hy like a ring -bearer or flower girl and | felt that she would see through any
performance the other girls had bought like the little kids in that Golding novel.
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Sometimes | would imagine being married to her 0 having kids 9 living in a different world
when | was somebody else.
Sometimes | just pictured her naked.
*kkk

An unconscious watch ticked  -tocked in my back pocket as | stood in left field

distracted & desperate for the game to end. Coach o fresh off his third and fourth
divorces dknewlwasndt all there that night as evidenced by t
the more obvious oO0get your damn head in ¢tikee game! 0 e

Thirty-two minutes after seven Thin Lizzy 9 the ninety -six pound senior with a little girl voice
and a body to match & was tagged out at second rather rudely with a swat to the side
of the head resulting in an explosion of Mexican -black hair and dirt.
And even though | thought it never would 0 the gamelended.
The Kid and myself were the first in lineto s  lap grubby handsywith our reflections
from the South Suburban High School So -and-So 6 sghb ef or e, grabbing our gear,

deftly from Coach6s sightg and<runni mgstett o my car | ust
concession stand surrounded by a gang of savage six y ear olds in soiled brown -green

uniforms clamoring for their heroin sugar -f i x of “BWwb 6 s D asduded sligpies.nd over
Most of them would grow upgZto,be alcoholics or | awyer

beverages and drunken schoolgirls was more th an | could stand, at any given moment
and it only took us three minutes to finish  -off the plastic container efy\warm vodka | had
stashed under my seat.

OHurry wup, catch ugp "to that white Cadillac, youbdr
said impatient and young  with a life that had to be lived and lived right quick.

OHuhé ok, 6 | saifd squintimg, hunchehllindover the ste
ogreall fullofboy -chems and lout of synech. The 6New Driverodo si
two years ago with thick black marker and cardboard was still wedged into the back

window.

| thought it would keep_the cops away.

| was oftefl wirong.

0That osy funny, 6 hfacedsardihappysresponding th sohething
neither of us heard.

The Kid was_bussed in from the ¢ity to my  high school and the youngest of a
family of twelve. Six'boys and six girls. Hehad been beaten up at least once a month
since he was about four. The olderboys played football. So did two of the girls. The Kid
didndt/ car e. He »l i khe suckbdasdeduld sitlon thedenehwasddinally
get some sleep. Although one time Ricky the star first baseman and future head of the
divisional sales for company so /-and -so got hit in the grapes with a wicked foul ball and
The Kid had to bat. He won the = league championship with a swinging bunt in the
bottom of the ninth.

He would remind“you if the situation called for it.

We arrived five minutes aft etwnhougecht in front of G

Still in uniform @ filthy -smelly and brain cells running fo r cover 8| was cold with
excitement & but it was all for not as the cops & testicles swelled -big from a night of
neighborhood party -busting d were chasing drunken schoolgirls and unknown others
from the large and sterile -white two -story painted white with  tawdry red and goo  -green
trim. Chaste spotted my 1971 powder  -blue Monte Carlo with ripped seats and a large -
knobbed steely -faced eight -track stereo and tore through the crowd to greet me. She
leaned awkwardly in the window and kissed me with tasty beer breath that reminded
me of my grandpa.

It was his car anyway.

Thatds strangely uncomfortabl e.
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OWheredve you been? The parties over, 6 she said
grabbing the door to steady herself like she would for years and years and years and
years.

ONo kidding, the game ran | ate. ¢

O0You smell I|ikeébo

oWhat ?6

ol |l ove how you smell right now, 6 she said smilin
her fingers rippling, tickling down my leg like an ill -intentioned spider. OLet ds ¢
house, my parents are out of town, 0 0Oenlyberbowomdp smooth and s
moving.

0Get in.o

The Kid says, o0l think | dmonna to be sick. ¢

00h, wait, I better tell Desidf e 1 6m |l eaving. Hi

OHI . | 8m going to fi ngd®™onemumbledibgforesi ngl e friends

stumbling out of the car 8 vanishing into the crowd like the black ghost of seme faded
memory that was the dream of my childhood.

The Kid was a good friend.

He would be the best man in my wedding when | was someone else.

0Shebds pyobabe already, just get im before the co
motioning with the brim of my hat trying to remember hiow many timesi, had cheated on
Chaste with her. Chaste swung open the two -ton*blue Pennsylvaniay, -steel gate and slid
over next to me, her half -exposed left cheek pdlling‘the crooked rip on‘the,passenger
seat | i ke an open wodind. olédm sorry about today. 6
OMe too. 0
ol |l ove you. o6
She always said it like she meant it.
0OYou too, 6 If saitd, | ooki nfg -veww mimoraspléheught ng | i fe in t
about my trip to the ocean the next day.
I knew | cloul dnot “ttel "™ Chaste.
I donodoty know s.why, but | thoughté
Thi s mayybe the | ast time wedre together.

We went to herhouse, had sex in,the back yard, and fell asleep dressed like we
had just been b .orn.

Onlgy we hadnot .

*kkk

| could feel something on'my-right cheek and not the one on my face.

A warm lapping feeling I/mostly enjoyed 0 lying there ignorant of my life and the
Mastiff that was licking my cangd & | thought some lion had escaped from the Z00 and,
desperately needingisedium; had to extract it from the dried sweat clinging to a pair of
ivory -white, slightly hairy'salt licks.

Uncomfortable but true.

I got up and | eft Chaste there, naked behind her
into a bi g pile of hamster chips where Stepfather found her after his third and final
vacation of the month. Just before | turned the corner of the house, | glanced at my
reflection in the kitchen glass and perceived the lie that looked like me.

| felt hollow, washed -out like an injected syringe.

I wasndét invited back.

Il really ®l dwasnimtndoing to be invited back anywa
prior Chaste threw a party while her parents were att
band. He was famousonce and wasndt afraid to | et -porkerspecti ve for

know it.
He wasndt famous anymore.
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Often he would dream about his fifteen minutes o immersed in traffic like a
pickled herring @& sitting in his half of the His and Hers Volvo turbo stationwag ons on his
way downtown to a job as an upper level executive manager for a company that sold
medical paraphernalia and dreamy visions of a life extended. A week before they left
for the reunion he found a used condom in his downstairs toilet.
Uncomfortab le but true.
Stepfather decided he would fish it out with a cocktail fork and place it in a glass
in the kitchen cabinet just above the spice rack shay
mom & Diamond 9 after her third and final fuzzy navel called Chast e from a sandy beach
in wherever USA to inform her of Stepfatheroés rather
whenever it was he decided to float back into town. And there it was 0 like a beached
Man OO 6Warone of Diamondds pr i 2e dorybmadebublgdsasses with t
she brought back from her last trip to Antwerp

But | guess the joke wa'ss on _hiim because it wasnot
| got up early because | had to go home and slegep -offithe guilband conviction
that had established permanent residence in the base o f my,skull everisince my mom

told me who Jesus really was and despite my best efforts ta drown the still, small veice
with alcohol and some unnamed carbonated beverage, | knew. that lost sheep would

always find their way back to a place prepared only for th em.
And even though | hated waking up with joggets and old people, | found my life
slightly more I|ivable because it ndi dndt seem possi bl e

too. The sun began to show itself through the winding crevices betweenthe,trees as I
drove and for a moment | was subdued, aloné with my thoughts,and found them

wanting, but | was never afriaihd to be by myself becatl
Believing it was virtually impossible to get a speeding ticket while dew still waited to

evapora t e , I put Monte Winto overdrive, I had to be at S
that afternoon before he locked thé property gate promptly atone 1:00 p.m o | never

really understood why.

| had to get home forsome much  -needed sleep.

And | slept net kno wing | may never need to sleep again.

Maybe | would

kkkk

It was 1146 a.m. and the beach*house was at least an hour outside of the city
and shewas 'going tTo bevthere. She worked at the pool
in her county /-trash sort of way and had wanted me since our freshman year. She would
saysods hle di d ndshe justavanted something and | guess it was a piece of the kid
who looked like me.

Or maybe she just thought it was.

Go on and take.it-off

Take it off baby*for me

| always listened to the wrong voices, but my greatest talent was shoving them
back down from wherever it was they bubbled -up. I't wasndt t Bthe herdi ng i n:
blind result of evolutionary processes 8 or the demon on my shoulder; it was all part of a
plan spun in an unnamed age before a series of lifetimes meant to be the education |
coul dndt get a |l oan for no mat taeived&td2b8 many f or ms | f
according to Spoonds gold Seiko his dad gave him bec:
know how else to apologize.

Another refugee waiting for a family.

Spoon was ambling toward the gates when Monte and | pulled -up.
oOWell 1l ook who it is, ¢ hsdewiralowd dthegparfumeroy i n t he dri
bourbon that came in a plastic bottle hov ering over him |like a wavy <c¢loud

Ri dl ey himself. Two minutes | ater and youdd be plair
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I liked him.
At least | did then d&there & at that time in my ebbing life.
Spoon overcame some deadly blood disease as a child althoug h his pinky toe

had to be amputatedé dondt ask me why. -pacig went on t
business and believed that the kids from the projects had the same chance he did. That
and a six -pack helped him sleep better at night.

What did he know?

What did I?

oYou know, | had to do what | had to do,6 | said
believed.

O0You had to do what you had to do, alwhda ght man.
you had to do?6 he asked tilting his heagidthe n comedi c

sun through the grease -streaked strands of hair clumped togetherbythé teeth of his
oversized comb.

I |l aughed. 0OYea, yea. Youl know sister, itds tou

OWhatever, just give me, aalift<bhack up to the hou
thebl ue gate. oYou know whoosS here donét you?o0

O0No, who?56 I neighed immnecently

o0Yea, whatever, 6 Spoon said knowing | knew

OHow does Easy |l ook?g8 | asked hoping for the bes

0She |l ooks good man. Sheds “been talking about vyo

Take the sure shot.

OYou guys have been herensince |l ast night?6 I al
excited.

00h, yea. We got in aboutt el even because the par
and called it. Wedre saving it for t oidhasy. 6 I knew t
floating hazel eyes like a goldfish at some frat party in a towndwhere you live.

OWhods all _here?6

oYou, yme, {Daddyds Girl* Small Town, Easy, andé De

00h no,nDesine?6 | stammered with a sudden onset
expecting the others, “butthe little ltalian girl with blonde hair and a constant willingness
was truly an unexpected.bonus.

At least ldhought it was:

| wondér where she told Chaste she'was going?

Dondt ask qgquestions.

Spoon said, f 0Oh yea, Desire.o

oMan, you al waystdi doknowrhgwt. o My stomach felt
and funny with a cold sweat from a kind of mystical foreknowledge o however erroneous

0 of events that wereyaboutsto unfold into a welcoming sea.
A pure, raw energy emanated from the bottom up.
My appeti tes would seem to forever rule my days that passed one before the
next.
| would triple my trouble if the situation called for it.
Maybe thatds my probl em.
ol hope you brought a | ot of alcohol,é Spoon said
bottom lip like a baboon.
| said, OWho do yo
Spoon said, ol thi
0Cheap?6
0Cheap. o
0Bastard?é¢
0Yes. O

talkind to?6
to you, you chea

(0]

t hi k vy
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e
(e}

u uodr
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0 Ok . But cheapé never, never. o

OAl right, fine. I know you, in dwlhaeddees nut es weddl
God exist and what iif the sky is |like a big TV screer
Spoon wasndt the most philosophical chap 1 6d ever knc
could sell himself 8 a gift that would prove invaluable in the matrix of the consumer world
plugged into a designer mind full of inherited excesses.

But what did | know?

What did | know of what it meant to be a friend in the end?

Plush was something the beach house had never known, though it served its

purpose withhonorand pri de | i ke some French prostitute who shc
ago. It was backed by hills that used to be mountains and overlooked the ocean. If you
were really sober, you could almost jump off the deck into it 0 almost. .| wined and dined

my nervous ex citement as we pulled up to the house.
I knew the next six to twelve hours would be interesting.
I just didndét know how i nteffesthing and Chaste had
And | had no idea that | was too stupid to love anyone butwyours truly.
*kkk
There were four of them and two of us.
| would deny it even after confronted with videotape; butl was addicted to the
feminine mystique that possessed me like a South Carelina slave owner o or a New
England one for that matter. They owned and | subm itted. Not in any way obvious to
the uninitiated, but only to that part | never wanted to'hear like the ugly second cousin
of that unspoken voice we all know speaks thé truth and nothing, but.
My flesh was addicted to theirs.
Fear and need sprung dark fl  owers from primal emotions.
Like a chorus the songbirds sang 60 Ri dldééy ldé dndét know if they coul d
fragility of my relationship with Chaste, or if\l had just projected it upon them, but there

was a perceptible charge of lust that split the'mi Idewed beach house air and d unfair as
itwas 0t he ginr |l s €wer e already in their bikinis. Al t houg
comparison, | sensed that it was'a sert of gift to be young 0 or maybe it was a curse.
0Yes, yes, “al t hoogdin a Satsrday night gitndtof wayatse way you four
| ook, I f e.ed betten already. o6 I knew thatdés exactly
Thatds whaty, theyyal ways wanted to hear.
oOHey, why dowmdt “you all take your curvy selves do

therein a minute Width the goodies, 6 Spoon said as he 1
that lingered in his lower lip.

oYes, |l etdsi 06 Desirefds voice was | ow and smoot h.
three who were typically too preoccupied talking to each other.

My god sheilecks fantastic.

Did | say thatoutfoud?

OMy god she | ooks fantastic. Tell me what happen
sure to fly safely under their radar moving from satellites.

OWhat do you mean?96 Spoon ®wwunded genuinely obli

OWhatever. They all |l ook great. Easy has | ost w
Girl speak yet so weol |l hold off on her. Small Town:¢
Desire, well, so what happened | ast night?6

The girls were busy gathering t heir things.

ONothing, really. o

OYoudre so full of crap. |l 8m not going to tell vy
ma n . Where is she anyway?5é

0Sheds on family vacation, 6 he said with noticeab
of embarrassed embarrassmen t.
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0l thought shedd just gotten back. 6

0She did. Her dad won another trip in a golf tou

0l &m wondering, why is it youdre never invited,©®
could notice.

o0Yea, | 6ve run that by her, 6 he responded pitiful

0And?6o

oAnwhat ?6

OMy god, ités not even two odclock and youdre wor

you asked why you never get to tag along on the fami/l

0She says 108l1 get to go when her grandma dies. 6

0That ds ridiculous. 6

o | know. 6

OAl right, t htad 9 sclemarugthhi s S 844090i ng nowhere. Il 6 m
rather | ook at their breasdf's than,yours, 6 | said hone

OWhat does that mean?d Spolon  whi ned. He al ways

really wanted to talk about something.
OYou know, br e asundthings om thefnt of golurtchest pou get from
drinking too much and neveg raising yowr heart rate ¢

ONo, youél! o

oOWhat, that itds rididcul ous20

oOYea! o

0lt means sheds gedtindoyndown “wWith some guy she on
family vacati on. Now gfrab thaty cooler. o

He squinted as the truth land on his face like sunshine through fading trees. With
a cooler full of cheep beer, cheaper wine, a fifth of vodka, a fifth of.rum, eight liters
guarts of soda, two foot long subs, and head s full of intentions to rigorously indulge o we
left for the ocean. And | was altogéther toolamped to care when the radio newswoman
said something about the administration trainingiand funding some rebels and
thousands of people'dying orwhen the weather guy announced that despite his original
forecast, there was a sixty percent chance for severe thunderstorms and rough seas later
that afternoon.

He was sometimes forty percent wrong.

Somedli mes e waswmot .

*kkk

By 5:00 everyone was quite drunk exce  pt for Small Town who liked being from a
small [{fown and driinking somehow made her feel i ke st
on thel front off the boat believing they had positione
them with their tops off as they/&unned.

They were Wrongs

They talked about dating and celebrities and not much in between.

My thinning mind was consumed with Desire and the rather daring attack to be
carried out with precision later that evening as Spoon and | sipped rum and cokes and |
pre tended to listen to him point out the various animal -shaped clouds that had
continually bloomed and darkened over the western horizon. The rather dramatic
change in their complexion went unnoticed until the first drops started to fall as we
floated with e xtreme insentience off the coast in the thirty -seven footer Spoond6s dad
bought in celebration of his third divorce.

It proclaimed Me, Myself, and | in bold black letters on the stern.

olt seems | ike we just got out hadeéeyddPu®i slhoul d w
asked sitting up, too drunk to remember she had taken her top off, the tiny melons she
inherited from her mother defying gravity, unmoved by the motion of the ocean that
covered shallow bottom | could see.
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0l |l i stened to the memabnheg, reperé¢ wbiendt any sto
forecast, 6 Spoon said, his voice reflecting a mild cc
advancing like a pillowed Luftwaffe overhead.

oWell, that was probably for the coaasmap webre a w
knowing that the report had been changed. What did | care? | could see that no one
el se really did. Desire and Easy were too busy disc.l
notice the wind had blown their glasses of Purple Passion into the sea.

Spoon, a rather practical sort, | ooked at the sky
whatever. Ridley, start the engine would ©6ya. Easy,
come back here. Daddyds Girl, just sit up there witt

oOWhat ? hs hmhty gWwhy di dndét you tel!]l me ? 6 She yell e
just laughed as the once tender waves became tipped with a foamy White crust.

OLi ke we were | ooking!d6 Easynsdaid unaware that on

like a candied yam homeless and free.

I pitched and heaved my way{ to nt he captainds chai
Not hi ng. I turned it agalin. Not hi ng. OAl right, whe
myself with hands gripped tightly to the damp leather steeringwheel.

oDi d yronu tthue key?déd Spoon asked tryiwmg to repack tl

oYea, | turned the key Twice jerk,o | said annoye
OAl right, I 611 need ywu to oo back to the engine
behind the right seat cushion for me. It does this fro m time i tho ti me and |

ol | neec
into the engine, 6 he sfaid. as Bbietensifgimh evavesishsftingeay fr om t he
the boat from side to side like a theme park ride in the moreaffordable outskirts of a city
where you live.

It had become increa  singly obvious that the storm was'something we wanted no
part of as the sun vanished behind olive clouds 0 devouring the warm air 0| tried to
unhinge the panel that was locked(securelyiinto place by a rusted latch. It was a task
that proved more difficul  t than|l was mentallyrer physically, or metaphysically prepared
for at that point inimyyunuseddife: Regardless, 'maneuvered myself into to the very back
of the boat, on the little shelf that hung just above the water and just below Me, Myself,
and | . It seemed to be'the,only position from which | could gain the proper leverage.

After several wretchedly.failed attempts, hdecided on one last try, the kind where you
would count to thrée'and spendeverything left.

The kind where you would¥art a little®  because you tried so hard.

One.

A wave cracked against the side of the boat 0 | steadied myself.

Two.

Okay,this is it jerk.

Three.

Just as | threwall'my wasting vigor into the latch, an angry gust of wind blew
against my naked back like some gian t, unseen hand pushed me o throwing me forward
0 my feet slipping on the wet ledge beneath 0 my head slamming on the fiberglass panel
in front of me with a driving thud that traveled down my spine and into my feet that were
floating helplessly in the encir cling water. Like a stone or a paralytic 0 or a stoned
paralytc 61 coul dndét move so down | went.

Looking up | could see the others moving frantically on the back of the boat like
birds missing an egg. And then an explosion of Antwerp -glass bubbles as S poon and
Small Town dove in, swimming aimlessly down toward a life they could almost see. But
my unresponsive body sank too fast, like someone or something was pulling me toward a
bottom that was both beginning and endeledlungg wasndt | c
forced him to the surface and all | could see was Small Town whose years on the swim
team allowed me to see the outline of her hair suspended 0 dance like seaweed 9 and
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then wither into the cracked distance as a little black dot backlit by the lightning that
now slashed and flickered like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

Itds a terrible feeling tdaplsenertiockadumadoibi nsi de oned
of flesh and bone like a cave with no entrance. My instincts screamed and begged and
plead ed with me to move 0 break free & climb out of my shell. | was fully conscious, but
paralyzed, unable to move so much as a big toe or an eyelid as | landed on the spongy
silt at the bottom of the ocean. The cold feeling in my chest told me that my lungs had
almost completely filled with saltwater and like Faustus | knew that | should ask for
forgiveness dbut | di dndt .
And dal t hough | di dndésomethimgahangedt t hen
Lifetimes compressed into a few seconds before the end as beginning.
A reprie ve of sorts.
Though | knew my shell would linger there until it was eithereaten or greedily
di ssolved by the unforgiviasg sea, ,somehow | didndét mi
wa s n & tdthat eme was an extract of something real.
| understood that me would live on in the realm of Foefms.
I would |Iive on even though | couldndét apprehend
I was dying, but it didndt yymatter.
| had dismissed the will to live in the decayed.absence of reasen and hope.
And yet & on the bottom of the ocean® oF'missed,my family.
My dad and my mom and my grandma and my dog.
The vapor trails of a life suspended/just beyond reach:!
My spirit diminished from light and\day.
Drifting intfor a \world off in between and grayé
| was gone.
Mislaid in a curreny t of thewvoid 6 formless and without song.
A life submerged:
| guess nobody livesforever.
Or maybe we all do.
| could see the storm rage in tempered fury miles above, but it was silent and
peaceful in the deep as a solitary/ray‘of gold -laced sunshine pi erced through the
gathering dark and onto me. | could hear my heartbeat and the sound of a piano
playing gently'in between as | thought about a teacher with bad ties who once told me:
oOyou are whosfyou are when youdre al orméyilthbyAnd t he <col
inch into an ethereal radiance unfurled from the stars that surrounded me and | closed
my eyesandwaslost 61 just didndt comprehend the |l ength and b
banishment that would only end when | walked through the Door that divided me f rom
myself.
I guess |18l just say goodbye and wonder why.

But what did | know?

What did | know of my life in the universe that encased the foundations of the
world?

What did | know of what it meant to be human and the deliverance of grace?
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QUIETLY AS THEY LOOK ON.
The camera slowly zooms in on an i

perai 6¢ h fade in and out over
some pre -existing universe.
CUT TO:

nondi egetic sou
the music. He opens his eyes as

The Dr
pointed elbow like ¢

whi spers, oOoOWhatds wrong with vy

ol d had, youeédmeosw, OTheydfetdloset mi
real |l

0 ready payimdkateshtiom o t

0 thingé surrounded by it. I coul d k
real e people with me, although 1 dm not
S ome or somet hi ngmberingwhgrmong everk now, 6 | mt
real |l ar someone el seds dr eam.

ol a he asked devoting most of his inter
over the polished black piano.

0l guess. 6 I't sounded boring even todmel 0l don
dondt think | wanted to remember.

I mostly didndét | i ke to, or maybe | was just afra

What am | doing here?

I wasndét really sure.

And then | sensed that | needed to learn something 4 to understand.

To become educated in  a subject with no degrees.
| felt that | had another chance.

Or maybe a series of chances.

But would | extend my life and take them?

Did | have a choice?
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It was May.
*kkk

| once read that if you consumed enough drugs it could alter not only your mind,
but your personality.

| wish it would.

| filled my stringy belly with seafood -crammed mushrooms, a nattily dressed
Caesar salad, and two glasses of German white wine. A cultured evening of spirits and
jazz at the Bistro had rapidly degenerated into a schoolboy frolic of ecstasy -rushed -
trance -creatures. My pastiche -style stood out like a raging cleric among the sweating,
cowhide -cladC -3 PO6s that <crippled through a room pulsating
of woofers like a cocaine -driven heartbeat.

Breasts 0 like the Temple of Artimus 0 rose mightily into¢he,air in smug devotion to

Eros. Endless disciples made their weekly pilgrimage to admire her‘many/breasts 0 her
non -milk-giving carousal breasts. Although not numberingdmyself with the.masses, I
worshipped the same gods in my own manner o without depth and form», & and was

momentarily transported to that little farmhouse where the pigs beeame human.a My

dad wanted to name me Eric or Arthur or Blair, but decidedto'go with Tyler andl had
been on a continuous quest for that moment when theanvorld,melted into a hate -
dissolving solution ever since.

oMan, | |l ove your hajigg?06 she said, her eyes focus
she was getting ready to steal it. She looked like an over -loved lovexc hild that needed a
goodé talking to.

0Graci as, I do it my damn, self’, 6 | said flashing
eye contact.

She | aughed, o0Ya damn sel fi2%

0Do you wanna, touch pe@plé §okeh wihtndé gi r |

Too much?

0Sur e. 6 smetemine somewhere,in the middle where truth lingered like an
old man waiting for his final bds ticket home.

Maybe not =

0Go ahead, dondt mind its firmness, itds only fro

00h, | _wondét miynd. Surely | wowastouchirigme . 6 She to
and smilgd. She walhked away and thought about how st

often because/ 9if only for an‘instant 0 ittmade her loneliness seem like it might leave her
alone someday.
|l sishe an angel é a demon?
What am 1?
A decon \structed image?
A fallen“creation?
With minds stilFrumbed from the same aimlessness the night before, one by one
each
of my associates rambled into the gyrating horde in search of something more euphoric
than a tepid glass of cabernet. One by one until everyone involved embraced a little
white tab stamped with its signature logo 0 Jaguars and Mercedes 0 luxury automobiles
and movers of unlocked emotion. | crunched the acerbic wee -pill in my mouth for a
more expeditious journey to Planet X. Wincing fro m the stale dirt taste provided by the
ambiguous junk it was cut with, | washed it down with a drink of taurine -spiked bubbly
and a splash of water as | closed my eyes and was shot through to the other side.
Therebds an addicti ng n e rawsccertsin persanalitteetoneermatkedt hat dr
and expensive poisoning of our brains with substance:
brewers in St. Louis or Milwaukee with baseball teams and commercials that pander
lustily to the most appetitive of appetites.
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| was twenty -one and of average height and build. My hair d in a perpetual state
of aeon flux @ drifted gently around an angular face on which hair would only grow
sparsely on a sharp and scarred chin. Girls sometimes cheated on their boyfriends with
me. Some guys wanted to do the same. Like gum stuck to the sidewalk, | concerned
myself mostly with the matters of the moment and although | had just graduated from
coll ege and didndt have a job, I al ways seemed to ha\
whatever was requi red.
Euphoria -meter 8.
Synapses firing on all cylinders.
Though my reservations had been growing o | was addicted.

| had another engagement that night and was hungry for something raw.
Or maybe | was raw for something hungry.
It didndt really matter.

| had seared my conscious to anything that told medhwas wrong.
*kkk

It was one of those pre -packaged proceedings.made upyof acquaintances and
friends and relatives in celebration of an impending incarceration o or rathena marriage
0 as everyone kept ref erring to it. It never occurred to medhat they may even love each
other. But what did | know? What did | know of devotion and sacrifice?

| had taken the train from downtown.

| saw an associate on the train sporting hits.

| bought one for nine dolla rs and ateit:

Poor choice Tyler.

And then | thought about | Ameurinbeadaldy désigrer f at addi ct
love affair with narcotics and all sorts of highs. Why is there a drug problem you ask?
Why do people drink and snort and shoot and smoke? | llicit drugs or pure and legal or
purely | egal 0 p I asrevegyane kept referanig ® them. Call them whatever
you | ike becausie theyore ad |l the same rshavl | vy. Me, yoc
hosts, construction werkers, cops, cab drive r1s@i t “"doesndt matter. What ds t he

our mindless over -consumption; our unfettered gluttony? Easy. Just think about it. Pain
and escape. Who really wants the'light to shine in the echoing decadence enshrouded
within the space of ourhearts\bec  ‘ause the problem is us.

| guess we all"deserve prison.

Or maybe we just needto become 'someone else.

Maybe I need a savior.

Skillfully wrapped boxes containing things the couple of honor wanted o but
didndti care t o /p adayihatidy pildia tescerhevveating to be unveiled
so the crowd could oooh and awe like children at a magic show. | huddled in the back
corner like a frightened.schoolboy hiding from the magician until she walked up. Last
Resortdt he f utur e c he atewhatdargér sisted & a@lwaysshadm thing for me.

She yanked me out of my seat and not so subtly put my clammy hand on a

serious gland that would never give 1|ife. 0This is f
di saster . 6 S h e |shechlideadbadIndskjab artd stregt comer hdir
extensions. ONow come on, you know everyone here alr
strange. By the way, wherefs The Girl 2?6 She rel easce
left behind as a reminder that | was st il in the grips of something that would only let go
when it was damn good and ready no matter how many bottled waters | poured into my
soul.

|l said, o0Sheds not here, she doesndt I|Ii ke these p

I coul dndét beingsure of anyth
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O0You know, that may cause a problem for you, 6 she
out like God kept turning the volume up and down just to mess with the jabbering idiot
who looked like me.

| said, ol know, it wusually does. 0

Head still thumping 1220bpp . m. 86s | found mysel f square in the n
fevered tumult 0 pressing flesh like a fading incumbent 8 trying my hardest to appear like
| was native to the planet | had just landed on.

Euphoria -meter 6.

Synapses weak and crying.

| snatched my cockta il from the bartender and meandered across the room
struggling not to make eye contact with anyone | didr
the condition of my condition to as the furniture melted lightly intotheyfloor. Five minutes
of small talk was the pr actical equivalent to a full frontal lobotomy andhl mould forsake all

pretense of civility to avoid it. The mad faces were everywhere d chasing me 0 trying to
make me submité at | east A4 thodghtnthey were.
0So, what are you doing, noaw?o
OYoudbdre Bbhbobokigging backto school ?6
OAre you tabbing?b6
Huh?
OHowd6s your daddy?o6
oDid you see the finalyhole“at the Masterds this
OWhere are you | i vd ng?2o

OWhat 6s that yougsaid yow were doing this summer?
The questions & running dog -bowl deep & raine d down,on me like the bane of

Sodom and Gomorrah and | puked out answers with an economical grin and more

eight -ball eye contact than | was comfortable with.

I said, O0Thifs" summer ? Yea, this summer | 6m atten
conferenceinBrussels , it f shoulldy be ffuné i f youdll excuse me fo
way to the fooad. The “food di dndét ask stupid questior

The carroty salmon rested on its cot of rice ready to be dissolved like cotton

candy.
My eyes gleamed above a leaking mouth.
And t heré was a TV on:
And on'the TV there was aywhite guy in a suit with a little microphone in front of a

bunch ©f other white guys with suits and Iittle micrc
Ameri clan consumery pays the worl ddéysingecategogy®ft pri ces i n

phar maceuti cal drugs. And more i mportantly Members,

more. Sometimes as much asd¢hree -hundred percent. And most of these

pharmaceuticals‘arexdeveloped by the American taxpayers. We have open markets

when it comes to orange juice. We have open markets when it comes to raspberries.
We have open markets when it comes to almost every other product except prescription

drugs. 6 And although | didndt know itstthen, | sensec
mi crophones defined the rules that were burying those
except the haze that filled the ten foot bubble that surrounded them d the iron souls &
the army of the revolution.

Smile.

Nod.

Make the gestures.

Look like you belong

Justé moveé toé theé beat é.

And then | looked around at the room full of hard -working, family -raising, beer
drinking, bar -b-qg-ing fellow Americans and wondered if they knew what they really were.
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What the hell was 1?
How would we ever know?
We were lo st in the hyper -real and may never be found.
While on my way to imbibe another, | slightly recognized a girl standing by the
bar waiting to be married. | walked up nonchalantly behind her; she could see me in the
polished metal behind the bottles of drugs 6or ©O6liquord as everyone kept re
them. She smoothed her lips and thought about what to say as she turned, flipping her
hair. oOHey, dondt | know you?6
0l dondt knowé do you?6 | said unflinchingl
oOYea, | know you fromtoobkeggopul 6dshseosgbdd
as she smiled & revealing two respectable rows of teeth 0 the big one on the left
smudged with purplish lipstick. She had coral hair pulled back in @ penytail o the subtle
girl odor and flush complexion made me think she just had sex'ar came fresh from
working out at some fishbowl gym for aspiring soccer moms'and wanna -be CEOGs. I al so
thought the bartender had sprouted gills.
| was often wrong about these things.
| noticed her legs dtone and tan. | was alega “ficionado and prided myself on
the ability to admire them without noticeably staring. She had slender ankles.
Cankles were a deal -breaker.
No exceptions.
She had an athletic face 0 pretty & but one‘eyebrow had been,plucked to the
point of diminishment | ike a comma. | had noddea what her name was'but,| definitely
had seen her before.
Am | related to her?
No.
Does she know The Girl?
Oh my god!
I's she the_girlé
She knewishe was.
I struggl edi tho remember because there lasndt much
Stop it! Take a'breath.
Youlregl00sing st man!
She hadbeen hurt by me before'but,she was lonely.
She thought we were going,to get to'know each other again.
She was wrong.
She would end up marrying her high school sweetheart, birthing babies, goin gto
her spinning clfass to get rid of that ©6thingd that gr
numbered Thursdays and the afternoon on the day before she had her period.
Uncomfortable butstrue.
She was destinedto long for something different.
She wrote her number on a piece of paper, dropped it, bent down, and
grabbed it before standing back up deliberately revealing the tops of her future milk -

y .
soundi

givers and handing it to me, touching my finger. 0L e
with wine -straddling b reath.

0Okay. o

That was the last time we would ever meet. Sometimes 0 at little league games
and in -between PTA conversations with other twenty -something moms concerning the

painfully detailed stories 8dghewoblckthinko kagdyswithasi ngul ar pl
face like mine and wonder about the world that existed on the other side of the one that
had been chosen for her.

At 10:08 p.m. the angry wind blew in and through the rented clubhouse.

The chemicals had drained my spine.
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ltwasmypresent ds t ur n t o bhe walkedenthe dona s

These things come in threes.

The Girl looked especially beautiful that night 0 pasta -curled hair hung
confidently over a body that could give life and take it away. She made me want to do
bette r @ live better. She could keep all the bad dreams away because she held a
straight key to a different world and all | had to do was reach out and take it. But |

didnot . I knew she was within my reach, but | woul d
Anoth er chance?

Am | alive?

I coul dndét deal with her in my condition.

I hid behind furniture and fat people.

The bride -to -be looked up from reading her card and | could tell ffom the
restrained smile that the off -color joke scribbled inside about her and a pr evious sexual
encounter with a friend of miespeciallywithithd groomo-tocf f as pl ar
be.

Shiest.

Euphoria -meter 2.

Synapses closed for forty -eight hours.

I shoul ddéve taken they Ritalinn instead.

Or maybe nothing at all!

Did you ever think of that you jerk!

The last thing | felt like doing at that particular moment, apologized as the herd
began to thin. The Girl saw me from across the room. | was in trouble o more trouble.

OHey, | ook, |l 6mfsorry, Aspiritedwap &t il nthandd ail twaiyrs a me
considered Buddy one of the guys _, 0 maybe it was just her flat chest and short hair.

Buddy wasndtf one  of the fguys anymor e.

oOWhat were_you thimking?6 she said with tears for
corners of her eyes.

0l waslndgtuéessé again, | dm sorry.o

What the hell was'that?

I attempted a“more coherent apology as Buddyds fi
my direction reminding me ofiamold man:sending back his pork sandwich because he
found a hair ingt.

The hair was his.

| ap ologized again.

Al right t/hatds enough.

Buddy. puppy -dogged‘alook sad and true.

She reminded,me,of my own dog when he pooped in the apartment.

Her marriage 'would only last two years and a day.

She had an affair with an ex.

The groom -to-be would later kil himself with painkillers and alcohol and a gun.

But mostly the gun.

She kept the wedding presents.

| smiled through a heptagon  -shaped cocktail glass at the special couple o took a
drink 6l ooked at my watch and thought alittoamyimofgur ope. I ¢
females, except for the one that showed up later that night at my apartment downtown.

| had yet to start packing.

Ouir flight left at 2 a.m.

I di dnodét sl eddgstRedoramadensurgdithat.

My pharmaceuticals and me would sleep on t he plane.

I wasndét sure wedd ever wake wup.
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*kkk

There was a muffled sniffling in the bathroom stall like breakdancing parachute
pants before he came out & shuffling his red Adidas & moving in time with the music that
filtered through the doorway bouncing in between the stainless steal wal
you have papers?06 he said thumbing at his puffy nose.
large coke -brown eyes and he sported a knit short sleeve polo tucked loosely into
wrinkled blue pants. His smooth and  dark Spanish complexion was flushed and oily.

ONo, 6 | said as if speaking to some i mpenetrable
ONo? olOké the other said smiling as he grooved ou
What the hell was that?

The smiley-faced little pill had obscured established facu Ities.

The world spun through the measured square in front of me.

It was our first night in a whirlwind two  -week tour of the Old Wofld.

As | sauntered out of the shiny bathroom and acros$ithe dance floer to the dirty -
green tabl e wh elistwaSstamnding clé jgmadds o marble -eyed and big -
pupiled & waiting for me to shoot, or so | thought. | rounded theorner onlyto notice the
other chalking his stick & squinting and cinched 8 smoke rising from the cigarette that
hung like a ropeless climber f rom his lip as he danced ondhe black and purple -carpeted
deck of a storm -tossed ship detonating the cue ball from the tableilike an exploding
ivory gumdrop.

OEuropeds going to pliay wi tivedtbessady The List said a
Americanized Spaniard  after bending his over6 foot'5, 170, pound emaciated frame to
pick the gumdrop off the floor. The List was @gne of those peaple, who would eat a large

bag of Doritos, three to five bean and cheesge tortillas, and an assertment of Pop -tarts,
watermelon, and ¢ andy just before bedtime and pinch -off the entire meal following
morning. OHe doesn@dt speak /very good English. 6
Besides six employees and a pack'of redundantly dancing gay chaps, we were
the only peopl,el ther'e. |l t«fwas a weedknmj@hlt .saiodhtaalisn

the cue from the L4st:
The grayness seen even through the tinted club windows portended the ritual
vampire dispersal from‘theynether *_-regions of southern Europe as a symphony of trance
continued to progress.and leap from the booth ab ove all our heads.
It saturated the spinningyroom like an electric sunrise.
Good yibrations abounded:
| was/in Benidorm 0 Spain dand | was alive.
At least | thought | was.
Shooting pool with the List'and a coked -up Spanish conquistador named Europe
0 the girls lookedion 91 coul d feel |l ifedbs frenetic pace melt awa
reality of cares subdued. bysforlorn souls able to converge in such a way as to avoid
awkwardness, prejudice®“0a sort of ignorant pride. We met and en
humanness and it felt good to a part of something larger than myself 0 even if it was only
a cheap substitute concocted in someoneds garage or |
| was addicted.
But what did | know?
What did | know of the plans God had yet to unfold?
8am. rolled ar ound and the inhabitants of Yoquer&s disc
way on to cool and dampened off -world European streets underneath overcast skies.
The towering legion of Benidorm ocean  -view apartment skyscrapers pierced the low -
hanging clouds as life and work  hadresumed dsave Mysel f -LisSTthaéaGirhdl er 6 s
Magic, Europe, his friend Union, and a swarm of drunken Brits carousing like drunken Brits
several blocks over. All seven of them & one being the pilot 8 would die in a plane crash
on their way back to the U.K. All seven were still drunk & one being the pilot.
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Lit and disheveled we spent twenty minutes searching for a tiny rented car two
minutes away. Making little progress, we tried to find the after -hours Europe had
promised us as the sun winked k nowingly through the haze that had begun to dissolve
into an atmosphere that contained both Heaven and Hell. The Girl threw -up hot love out
of the back window as a tour bus of old northern Europeans moved through the
intersection like ghosts.

| traded U nion cheap sunglasses for more desperate drugs.

Europe gave directions.

The List stared.

Magic laughed.

Laid -back Spanish cops signaled that we were headed the wrong direction on a
one -way street.

And | knew that back home my parents still loved th e ideayofime.
The OIld World began to sear its mark on my split .« sfed psyche as we drove through
early morning occupied Spanish streets together 0 barely communicating, & but always

understanding what couldnot be sai'd.
*kkk

The streets of Paris were wet.

There must have been five hundred stairs leading down'to the Duplex where
cover was beaucoup des francs.

The light was thin and splitted five minutes after eleven.

The dance floor rippled with little Japanese people grooving like thexSeven Riders
were re turning at the stroke of midnight; the décor was latter Greek empire dressed in
Elizabeth Taylor red velvet.

Drinks were beaucoup des francs.

The four of us sat like Atreides worm. -people on couches encircling the crowded
floor with only a slender walkw @y separating the two.

OQudesgt vous desirewz?06 sfaid a youthful voice above
exploded into deefening waves as | peered up and there she was d tall, blonde, her shirt
tied up exposing a stamach | knew The Girl would know | noticed mak ing it impossible for

me to give it the attention it was created to deserve.
Quel dommage!
00Oh,ALfuh, J e desixe une bouteille de | deau sdil vo
but it was enough'to get me what hwanted.
The other three ocioglewachdt speak a
| ordered water and cocktails‘for everyone before she vanished into an
undulating sea of jet -black -Japana -mullets. The List shot me a hurried, knowing glance o}
anything longer than a millisecend would set off the fem -alarm with no snooze b utton.
| would haveyte. shut' -off the alarm altogether & whatever that meant.
The music danced with and on the people.
Magic and The Girl disappeared onto the black marble dance floor and returned
twenty minutes later with two people dguy people Otoourtabl e. The List wasnot
they had left, or even that the crease in his pants made it look like he was a little too
excited to be there.
Maybe he was.

0Theydre gay, 6 Magic whispered in my ear.

Perhaps it was their remarkable gift of flattery d their noticeably feminine
demeanor dor possibly they were just extremely French, b
discern, | often enjoyed talking to fellas of the fairer, sweeter persuasion and struck up
conversation immediately. Our discourse would never be m istaken for philosophical

deliberation, nevertheless, | most enjoyed that understated pleasure of traveling through
the language barrier @it made ordinary conversations somehow worthwhile.
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As it turns out, while slightly attractive, sweaty, and at times shirtless Taut and Tout
werendt gay, b uitknuekle brawtels ang bodyguards for the French version
ofthe 6 Re al \WasreVeydne kept referring to it.

Magic and The Girl & engrossed in a conversation neither of them understood o}

left us free to notice her. The waitress was now elevated as an angel just prior to the Fall,
an ethereal bird in a cage, hair down, shirt still up, more up, moving in a way | had only
seen in movies and liquid imaginations.

Her body was fluidic moving lightly th ~ rough space and time.

Like a Swedish Aphrodite she floated above the Ocean of Japan, naked,
incandescent, the music moving her on surges and vibrations as she looked on o freezing
the crowd like dinosaurs in a tar pit.

Itds true what t kchewpmenay ablowt Fren

| mean Swedish.

What do they say about Swedish women?

Was she an angel?

A demon?

It was getting late. Almost too late to crunch a sugary)Strattera or an even
sweeter Adderall 9 almost. |took one more look around and closed my eyes uncertain |
would ever open them again 0 she had me.

| was addicted.

I't woul dndt be safe flox mil esy

*kkk

The train ride to Amsterdam took abaut four hours.

And she was with us.

To half she was an object guaranteed to stimulate the senses. The story of
Mademoiselle Fantasy, a ravishing young girl whole sexual praclivities ran the gamut from
wi nsome to bestial. Who dogsndt dream of indul ging e
depraved hunger?

| felt like the'Marquise de Sade with no pen.

Lost and lonely»a nd needing something more than the City of Man had to offer.

Magi c wasndt happy.

The Girl even less.

Fantasy @ as she was cleanly known & was born on the horn of Africa to the
descendants of colonists and murderers and moved to Paris when she was thirtee no
tender and almost done. For the\nextfive years she worked odd jobs and the
occasional trick and thought the train‘would take her back the next day.

She was wrong.

The air was thick with salinity sent fresh from the North Sea giving us full immunity
from ourselves as thestraingpulled into Centraal Station.

OHey, "when was the | ast time any of wus slept?déd Ma
against the window mooning unsuspecting Dutch and the occasional Japanese
businessman with red light dreams and an Ital  ian suit full of money.

0The night before |l ast?6 The Girl asked oblivious

OWhat did we do the night before | ast?é The List
Ingesting a bottle of red a day tends to suppress any notions of insomnia. The
co nversation meandered its way to her.

OWhends the I ast time you were in Amsterdam?96 Th
to get a better look at her defenses.
oLast year, | zink?¢6é6 said her midriff. The List

button.
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OTha&s absolutely fantastic.o6 His intentions were
contact and an agitated inflection in The Listds voi
myé myé third time.é

oReal ly. Are not you zee wor lwdherraccene !l er ? 6 Even

Her belly button really can talk.

0l dm bored, | 6m getting a drink.?©o Magic tried
train pulled into the station.

Anything the List said was only a pretext, a scouting party for the Normandy

invasion |
seriously doubted would ever happen. Even still, | collected my own intelligence by
interjecting an unassuming question here and there 0 as it were 0 the girls had obviously

yet to warm up to the idea of making it a party of five.

From Centraal Station it was only short cab ride to our hotel with*small rooms and
even smaller showers. Though it was dark, the streets lookéd like bicycle riding Viking
invaders had just landed ready for conquest; the two -wheelers@utnumbered the four -
wheel variety 10 to 1 and a few rotting Detroit dinosaurs could be seen scattered about,
but mostly there were miniature cars that sped through narrowstreets like bugs-oreells in
a body | had yet to enter. We arrived at Hotel Amstelzicht afound, midnight and there
was only on e bed in the room | booked several months earlier. | thought double was'the
number of beds 9 not the size of one.

| was wrong.

We were Alaska -fisherman tired and th€ particularsywould be warked out later.

We had to sleep or die trying.

*kkk

The phone rang in weird monotone signals at 10 a.m.

The blonde former red light girl who placed our wake -up call spoke fluent English
and liked creamed herring on crackers. Actually, she liked méen'who liked cream herring
on crackers. Actually, she just Jlike' d men. The,day wasspent doing all the usual tourist
things & museums and aimless wandering and so.._ -forth™ 6 but the evening was time for the
real New Worlders to.emerge. You see, there are two halves to every city in the world

that reflect the two halves» of “ewery person in the world and itds
choose to believe dtedeveal 61 i"ke Frankensteinds monster or that
school pd ct urenyouadhl never escape.

We would start out at GraypArea 0 the American owned coffeehouse named
aft er the
intentional ambiguity in Dutch law between the growers and the shop owners o}
somewhere in between sales were made and people got high. Like most coffeehouses
in Amsterdamyj it eould only hold a handful of people and this one 0 littered with tattere d
stickers and shiny party.flyers =0 was full.

The Chemical'Brothers, Boards of Canada, Widespread Panic, The Doors

No fights, no drunken Brits with testosterone -swelled -testicles and lives not worth
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living; it was just people conversing dbeinghuman dlnoti ced that the sky hadnot

the canals werendt rivers of heroin, ddhe@dtranquilit

World seemed the wiser of the two.

At least for a little while.

We sat down at one of the three tables with ceramic tops too heavy for their
wobbly little legs that struggled under its own weight like a trucker at the Daytona 500.
The List ordered a gram of this and a gram of that and borrowed a bubbler from the guy
at the desk with thinning hair and fashionable glasses d in Amsterda m everybody has
fashionable glasses d I think he was the owner. The front windows were opened up and
a breeze blew in life and humidity from the sea.

But what did | know?

y






