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Haven©
“Happiness serves hardly any other purpose than to make unhappiness possible.”
-Marcel Proust
“Time Regained,” vol. 12, ch. 3, Remembrance of Things Past (1927)
“Who can guess how much industry and providence and affection we have caught from the pantomime of brutes?”
-Ralph Waldo Emerson
“Discipline,” Nature (1836).
“Happiness isn’t something you experience; it’s something you remember.”
-Oscar Levant
Recalled on his death, Time 28 Aug 72
ONE
September 18, 2006
The mime hits a tree.
Of course, it is all pretend.
Steven Lawrence (who will from this point forward also be referred to as :( ), has been miming his suicide attempt since the middle of the night. He got out of bed around three in the morning and quickly decided that this was the day for him to die. So, he sleepily climbed into his unitard, carefully applied his make-up, and went outside into the cool morning air to begin the mimicry that he is currently performing on his front lawn.
:( is driving his imaginary vehicle into an imaginary tree. The imaginary car is an exact replica of the car that is resting in his driveway, a red late-nineties sedan. He is driving this imaginary machine into an imaginary tree that doesn’t sit in his front yard, though there is an actual tree in its place that plays the part quite well, though not nearly large enough to remove him from life as efficiently as the tree he will eventually meet.
:( backs away from the tree in a semi-sitting position, his hands on the imaginary wheel, pushes his right foot down hard where the accelerator would be, and then he moves rapidly toward the tree, halting about six feet in front of the tree, propelling himself into the air, thrusting forward as if he were suddenly shot from a cannon; his arms resting at his side exposing his head to whatever might choose to find it.
:( is fit, like most mimes. Pantomime is, after all, an art dependent on fitness, a method that requires a wiry, strong frame. :) is no exception to the mime standard. He is a man in his early sixties and yet he has the body of a thirty year-old. The positions that he is expressing in his current performance would lead one experienced in the art of mimicry to assume that he is a serious professional.
For example, the act of miming the sitting position is extremely difficult to learn, and even more difficult to master, but to do it on one leg, with his other leg tilted up to act as the accelerating foot is a skill reserved for a true master mimic, someone who is a practiced, and dedicated craftsman. This mime is nothing if not an artist, and yet no one is there to watch him perform what may be his life’s greatest performance.
:( has spent most the morning experimenting with differing body positions. He realizes that the easiest body position to mimic is the act of lurching forward with the imaginary seat belt applied. It has been very difficult for him to successfully mimic his unharnessed body being forced through the windshield, or the contortions of the body if the chest were to be thrust into the steering wheel in an upward position. He has imagined miming this moment for months, he has planned and mapped out all the possibilities countless times, and it is crucial for him to get this right since this will be his final performance, his swan song, a personal homage to his private work after a life buried under the weight of years collecting guilt through repression.
:(’s plan had been to wear no seatbelt at all. This, he believed, would make for a quicker and more assured death. This throws a wrench in his plans to try to perfectly mimic his death before it occurs. It is extremely difficult to mimic while in mid-air, or to mimic as if you were in mid-air. Still, he continues to try.
Also, :( has decided that another act of efficiency will be to adjust the driver’s seat as far back as possible just before impact so as to reduce the chance of engaging full-on into the steering column. The distance between :( and the steering wheel will make for a clear launching ground from seat to windshield and therefore a more assured demise.
It is quite cold this morning, and :( is shivering. It is just after seven in the morning, and :(’s lawn sprinklers have been going off for several minutes now, as they do every morning as a function of their timer, and he has not once taken notice of their coming on, or the sporadic spraying that whips and douses the thin material of his unitard. It doesn’t appear as if he has even noticed his wetness. He is wearing nothing underneath his unitard, other than the black and white striped portion that covers the chest, which is peeking out from the shoulder straps of his tank-style unitard, which is also displaying his nipples through the thin material quite plainly.
:( again attempts to fire himself head-on through the imaginary windshield, and he is finding more success when he shuts his body down in flight, letting the initial thrust carry him free of struggle or resistance. He is confident that if he is able to properly propel himself up and out of the seat with the seamlessness he has just mimed, then he may be able to experience a clean death, minimizing pain or chance of prolonged consciousness.
:(’s final attempt feels so successful, goes so effortlessly without fault that he immediately jumps in his car, starts it up, and takes off down the road. He looks at himself in the rearview mirror, and is quite pleased with the job he has done on his make-up. His face is completely white, except for the vertical lines that come down over his eyes in black. He has also painted a small black tear under his left eye, just for an added theatrical effect.
The funny thing is that he knows he has never been happier than he is right now, doing what he has always wanted to do, be a mime, and not worrying about anybody’s judgments on his life choices or his manhood. He sees his tree coming up in the distance, a tree that he has dreamed of meeting on many occasions, always acknowledging its part in his destiny.
:( presses his foot onto the gas as far as it will go. He reaches down and pulls the lever under the seat and lets the seat ease back all the way. Then he quickly checks his watch, hits a button on the side of the watch, and a smile slides quickly onto his face, and his whole body relaxes. The tree is clearly in his sights.
The happy has begun.
The mime hits a tree.
July23, 2006
Transcript of Investor Meeting with Sebald Group
Subject: Haven© Psychological Aid
Dr. Brenda Bravda: Haven’t we all had a moment, or a string of moments in our life that we would like to relive, a particular piece of our pasts that we would like to return to just to experience that same level of happiness or self-satisfaction that we felt then? I have no doubt that everyone has a at least a modicum of fond memories in their head, somewhere, just floating around in their brain, hiding in a mess of other memories. We all have scattered pieces of those memories within us, puzzles that just need putting together.
What if we were able to provide those among us that suffer from chronic unhappiness their happiness back without chemists controlling their brains? What if we gave them the ability to help control their own happiness instead of feeding them some manufactured brand of something that merely resembles happiness, or that just simply lacks unhappiness?
The track that we have taken in the past to treat depression is troubling to me and to many others in my profession. When doctors begin medical school, the first thing they learn is the Hippocratic Oath, which states: ‘First, do no harm.’ I took that oath seriously then and I take it seriously now, as I am sure the majority of doctors do. However, harm is often more relative than we might like it to be. We believe if we can help fool someone into believing that they are living a better life, then we are not only doing no harm but we have done our jobs to help aid in the better health of our patients. I, on the other hand, look at our predilection for prescribing anti-depressants quite differently. I see these drugs as none too subtle tools of behavioral control, an additional symptom to the problems our patients face. I fear that we are churning out drugs that only place a veil over the problem, causing a permanent malaise in our patients, taking them away from all that their life might offer had they been offered an invitation to relative normalcy.
What if we could offer these patients a quick fix in particularly trying situations? This fix would use the positive power of the patient’s own brain to trigger one of those past memories that once made them their happiest. Like a patient that suffers from diabetes giving themselves a quick shot of glucose to correct a blood sugar disparity, we can give our severely depressed patients, through a benign neuroelectric charge, a long flash of their happiest memories that will cause a high level of serotonin to travel to the proper places in their brain and correct their mood without ever having to be medicated in a traditional way, or we could simply continue using the traditional method of medicating someone’s life away; feeding them a preventative treatment day and night for a problem that does not affect them around the clock.
Our process for causing this electric shock will be explained more fully in the report I have passed around. However, for legal concerns regarding the patent, which is currently pending, I can not go into great detail about the process. But to alleviate any fears that I may be harkening back to the days of electro-convulsive therapy, I will briefly summarize the process. First, we give the patient a series of MRI scans. We ask the patients to seriously examine and explore their happiest life experiences, to ponder them, focus on those experiences alone. This is not an easy thing for most patients to do. It requires a great deal of concentration for a significant amount of time to isolate one’s thoughts and to think clearly about the past, our minds naturally have a way of linking memories together in a seemingly linear route of storytelling. For example, if one were to reflect on a great love affair, your mind might naturally take you to the end of that same love affair. It is a natural path of linear thought. So, I understand that this may seem a little on the new age side, but it is important, the patients are asked to go through a short series of classes on meditation in order to be better able to reach this more accessible focus in their minds and to rest there for an extended amount of time, even learning how to create their own links from good memory to good memory. When done successfully we can closely identify a patient’s neuromap of happiness. Then we measure theta levels through EEG, and through several thought concentration activities that the patient participates in, activities that show us the concentration levels that the person has used to focus the mind.
After all of that, we can get an extremely thorough level of neurofeedback that will allow us to better understand how to trigger the places in their neuromap that need stimulated. Then, finally we bring the patient back for a final series of imaging scans and explore their brain and compare the before and after scans to reach a conclusion of whether or not they would get the maximum benefit from the surgically implanted anti-depressant device, Haven©. When done successfully we will be able to locate these positive memories, and isolate the area in which they are located in the mind. We then implant an almost microscopic electronic device that, through the patients prompting, will trigger those time-of-life memories whenever they deem necessary through a harmless electric reminder to tickle these happy centers, and it is just a natural impulse of the brain to recall happy memories when the brain’s happy places are stimulated.
Now, I recognize the fears about such a procedure. The brain, after all, is our body’s most treasured possession, our most delicate and mysterious of organs, but I assure you that our test subjects will be carefully selected from doctor referrals and will only be the subjects that exhibit the most need. We have tested the device for over twelve months on animal specimens, and have had a 100% success rate with absolutely no complications.
We believe that this could revolutionize the way depression is treated throughout the world. We also believe that it will save many lives, if not from death than from the debilitating effects of depression on each individual life. Imagine the benefit of a perpetual band-aid just waiting in your mind to repair any sudden psychological boo-boo. It would be revolutionary.
Of course, this treatment could be offered in cases other than depression. We have talked about the possibilities of those patients that suffer from a virtual laundry list of anxiety disorders. The isolation of a moment to provide self-assurance could possibly correct many different psychological deficiencies that stop so many victims from living a life interrupted by constant misgivings and insecurities.
We have rested too long on our laurels. We have fallen too far from innovation in the sphere of medications. The pills we prescribe should act as a last resort, not a first response. It is time for the medical community to put the power back in the patients’ hands, not in the hands of the chemists and the pharmaceutical companies. We can change lives if we act in the spirit of invention, and we will only change lives by channeling our caution into the better avenues of ourselves: hope, belief, possibility.
Thank you for your time and consideration.
(Smattering of applause)
I can take a few questions.
Mark Slyden (President of the Sebald Group): Who else knows about Haven©?
Bravda: Well, Sir, I have a few devoted assistants that have been with me throughout the process of creating and testing our hypothesis. We are a very tight knit group, and I have the utmost confidence in their loyalty to the project, meaning I am confident that there will be no leaks about the process to other companies.
TS: So, as I understand it then, we are the only firm that you have addressed so far with this project.
Bravda: That is correct.
TS: And what if we pass?”
Bravda: Well, then, I guess it’s back to the drawing board for us, but I think it would be a mistake for you to pass. I have no doubt that Haven© has a market, and therefore I am not concerned about my ability to find investors. My primary concern is time and timeliness. I would like to start the process of testing the device on human subjects. I am also very concerned about the prospect of corporate espionage and would prefer to expose the information that I just presented to as few audiences as possible. That is the reason why you were all required to sign the legal waivers before the presentation. However, it should also be stated that it is of the utmost importance to my colleagues and I that we be given the time and secrecy to complete our studies without outside pressure or interference.
TS: OK, Dr. Bravda. Thanks for your time. We will get back to you with an answer within the week.
Bravda: Of course. Thank you all very much for your time.
As Dr. Bravda exits the elevator to the lobby of the Sebald Group’s office building, she can feel an attack coming on. The attacks usually introduce themselves with an increased heart rate, and her heart is racing well beyond normal. As soon as she acknowledges the possible presence of an oncoming attack, the sweat begins to pour.
The glass exit doors now seem miles away, but still act as an oasis from the closed, and very public space of this upscale city building. She tries hard not to appear overly rushed as she accelerates toward the doors, but she can’t help but move faster than normal. The heels of her shoes now broadcast an audible rhythmic click-clack on the marble floors that is easily as fast as the beating of her heart, and the sound seems to be exacerbating an already anxiety filled situation.
Brenda can feel the tremors building up, bubbling over into her hands and knees. She is desperate to get out of the building, dying to catch a gulp of fresh air. Now, her breathing is going thin, leaving her body sucked out by the panic. She tries to forget that there are small crowds of business-types scattered about, conversing, lobbying, planning. All she wants is for them to remain distant, for them not to scatter, uncharacteristically, from their groups to notice her hurrying. She tries to pretend she is not weaving herself through this maze of skirts and suits, trying desperately not to pinball off anyone, inevitably causing a flood of apologies and pseudo-polite hand gestures. Now, she is counting her steps, just a few more until the blue and grey of sky and concrete saves her from this pile of metallic walls and pallid faces.
She pushes a door into the outside air. Finally, air. Breath.
Dr. Bravda has had these panic attacks on and off now so often that she has begun fearing them on a daily basis. Almost every given moment of every given day that she is not knee deep in her work is a day filled with dreadful waiting. If she is not immersed in work, her mind can travel those tumultuous tunnels of anxiety she has intrinsically compiled and often she gets lost in her mazes and wonders if she’ll ever make it back to something resembling normal.
She is proud of herself for making it through her meeting with the Sebald Group without an attack. She had feared such an attack since the meeting had been scheduled weeks ago. It is especially strange because the situation in the boardroom was so ripe for attack. Slyden, who was sitting just beside her, had his hands all over her upper leg, stroking her inner thigh, sneaking his fingers playfully up her skirt, and though she was certainly repulsed, she was not surprised by his behavior. Ironically, she feels that this seemingly unnerving violation may have inadvertently distracted her from focusing on the larger group of ties and jackets that she was offering her presentation to. His hand put her thoughts squarely on getting through her spiel without her disdain for him boiling over. His repugnant act had a consolation effect on her anxieties, focusing her fears squarely on his hand instead of on the weight of the social expectations of everyone else in the room.
Dr. Bravda has grown weary of giving herself the stimulation in public. She is unsure of her physical appearance when she experiences that sudden exhilaration of memory feedback. She prefers to be relaxed and semi-private when applying the shock. Also, even if she had wanted to give herself a quick shock in the building she would have had to drop everything and seep into a ball on the floor. This is the one defect she has encountered with the device. However, its sudden effectiveness would never be a problem in cases of emergency. Also, her physical reactions may not be representative of other subject’s reactions. This is why this presentation was so important. Funding is crucial to find answers to this, and countless other questions.
Brenda enters the quiet, hot confines of her car, starts the engine, turns up the air conditioning. “Good Day Sunshine” begins to play through her stereo speakers. She pushes a button on the side of her wristwatch, her head eases back softly against the head rest, her eyelids quiver and sink, and a smile pours itself all across her face.
The happy has begun.
September 18, 2006
Billy Lawrence’s dad is dead.
The noise of the words bounces back and forth in his head, fading and then coming back again.
Billy Lawrence’s dad is dead.
He hears it uttered by different voices, familiar voices, and imagined voices. He tries hard to determine how he should feel about it through the tone and inflection of each individual voice. Some voices are more empathetic than others, understanding, slow and deliberate, as if they were waiting for him to break in response to their declaration. Some are more matter-of-fact, stating it as if Billy should understand the inevitability of it all.
Then Billy inadvertently hears his father say the words.
Billy Lawrence’s dad is dead.
It isn’t until he imagines hearing his father speaking that he recognizes the realness of the words, realizes the true weight of their meaning. He feels a rush of absence, a quiet recognition of goneness, and then he feels a settling into the completeness of a life. He acknowledges the ending of a man, the fading of an animated face, his father’s image reverting back to photographs instead of movies. There is a quick shock that comes with such recognition, such a revelation of ending, the sudden stopping of the machine that was his memory of his father.
Billy stares out his kitchen window, realizing, all of a sudden, that he will never see his father again, that his voice will only ever be a quiet echo in his mind, a never ending whisper of old words, but only as long as Billy’s memory is strong enough to hold it there. It occurs to him that if he could just hear his father say one more word. That he might be able to hold tighter to that sound, but no more words will come. He tries to remember other dead voices and they seem only half-right, broadcasts of generic sounds, amalgams of many voices, known and unknown. His dead grandfather sounds more like what he might imagine other grandfather’s might sound like: wise, reflective, gruff with age. The voice is more generalized than real, and Billy is reasonably sure that the voice he has manufactured probably bears little resemblance to that of his grandfather’s.
Then he hears his father again.
Billy Lawrence’s dad is dead.
Billy stares out at the rain falling in his yard, watches it drip down the glass of his window. He concentrates on the drizzling lines, watches them fall like chaos in the shine of the streetlamp outside. The tap of the rain on his trailer’s roof is always more pronounced than it would be in a house. He listens to the rhythm of the rain, and it helps take his mind from the sound of his father’s voice. The noise outside only reminds him of the quiet on the inside, and it envelops him like a suffocation, and so he goes out into the rain, stands in his front yard, the rain falling hard on his body, the noise wraps his body up with the static of life.
“Your dad is dead.” He yells into the mouth of the pouring rain.
It isn’t until he hears himself say it that it becomes completely real to him. Hearing it in the world for the first time really puts the gravity of the moment into real perspective, and so he lets himself cry, or perhaps the crying just came over him and he did not allow it at all, but he lets it pour on him all the same.
July 23, 2006
As Dr. Bravda enters her research center she looks at the picture of her late husband, Benjamin Bravda. Whenever she is uncertain of the way she feels, unsure of the way she should feel, seeing his face always fills her with a calm clarity, a sense of certainty that she can not attain through any other means. She approaches the picture, a large portrait painting, the kind of picture that is often found decorating the entrances of public buildings, usually the pictures are of large benefactors, or someone who generally had a great deal to do with the creation or the work of the facility. In this case, Benjamin Bravda is the namesake of the facility, and was the trigger that propelled Brenda into a place where she felt compelled to conceive of the Haven© device.
Benjamin had struggled with manic depression all his life. Brenda experienced all of his many moods—at once exalted to the point of tears of joy only to wake up the following morning, covers over his head, refusing to get out of bed, barely speaking, doing the least bit possible to perpetuate survival.
It was on one of these dark days, a cover-up-your-head-barely-speaking-morning that Benjamin decided he no longer wanted to survive. He often referred to himself, and his disorder, as the curse of Sisyphus. There were days when he was more than happy to push the rock, this burden of life, up the mountain. There were days when he would shine with pride having made it to the apex, only to watch helplessly as the rock rolled back down to the bottom. Eventually his burden became too great, too heavy for him to push any longer.
So, one Tuesday morning, on a beautiful early spring day, he rose from bed, shaved clean, took a hot shower, meticulously groomed his hair, combing each strand into its proper position to the side, just as he had as a boy. It occurred to him as he was staring back at himself that he was still very young and instead of looking at the remainder of his life with the burden of required hope for the future, he has found that he is happy to be relieving himself of the burden of future.
Time stands still.
He hears the words.
Time stands still.
It has always sounded like a meaningless cliché to him in the past, and now it makes so much sense. The presence of time seems to float away, and its absence washes over him like waves of warm water, and he feels as though he owns it. It no longer owns him. There is a realization that all the burdens of life are peeling off of him layer by layer like a tree losing its leafs so that he is naked, raw, only an echo of his essence is what remains. With this knowledge he moves gracefully, with balanced, deliberate steps to the closet in the bedroom where he grabs his best suit, carries it into the kitchen and hangs it on the back of a kitchen chair. This is the suit he will be buried in.
Then Benjamin retrieves a common kitchen knife, the sharpest one in the house and lays it on top of a bath towel that is nicely folded on the countertop at the side of the sink. He pulls his body onto the counter, lays his naked flesh out on the cool countertop. He takes a moment to swim in the sensation of the counter’s coolness, to exist completely in one of his body’s final sensations. He then turns the water on, keeping the pressure low, and manipulates the temperature until it is pleasantly warm. With the knife in one hand he places his left wrist under the water and slits his wrist length-wise. His face registers no pain, no reaction whatsoever. He then does the same with the other wrist, all the while he is trying to keep the blood flowing cleanly with the water into the sink. He watches the blood flow down the drain the redder side of pink, then the redder side of red, and he is secure in the fact that the water pressure is just high enough not to cause a mess.
After reassuring himself that he has left behind no burden too great, he relaxes his naked body, lays his weary head on the towel by the sink, allows the temperature of the water to calm the rush of numb and static in his arms and quietly bleeds to death alone on a Tuesday morning in early spring with no one but the sun watching.
The sun shines bright on his body from the large patio door of the kitchen, which later shows through its frame a portrait that Brenda tries to forget everyday by looking at this portrait painting in the research building.
Somehow, she always lets herself flash past that image of him lying naked on their counter, the metallic din of water running in the sink, his arms draped across the metal lip, his hands together like a prayer, his body hours past life, and there was nothing in the house, no energy, no vibration. Benjamin was lying right in front of her, and yet there was no trace, no sound of life other than the sound of her own head quietly falling into a siren of pieces.
This portrait painting is the way she tries to remember him, smiling, confident, though she knows deep inside he was neither, and there was never a single thing she could do about it.
Brenda is waiting for those cool grey eyes to come alive. She touches his face over the glass of the picture. There is a knowledge that she recognizes that he would be proud of what she is trying to do in this lab. He would have been proud to see her during her presentation this morning. It is probably through the shadow of his pride that she has been able to do all the things she has done with this project. She allows herself, for a moment, to be proud too.
Brenda moves through the glass doors of the facility. It is a slow day today. Like most days are here lately, a project waiting for funding. It is a large facility, but they have had very little money to hire additional staff or to entice subjects into further experimentation. The largeness of the place often scares her at night. Since the office was opened eighteen months ago, she has rarely found her way back home. There is too much of the past on the walls at home, too much hopelessness. In this place she feels that hope is like a buzz everywhere, vibrating through the floors.
As she walks toward her office listening to the dull din of her shoes on the concrete floor, she remembers that her appointment calendar is clear for the remainder of the day. She knew that she would be spent after her meeting with the Sebald Group, and she is.
She tucks herself into her office, kicks off her shoes, sits down at her desk, calmly watches the screen saver of her computer, and is finally able to relax. She has been on edge about the Sebald meeting these past few weeks, working out the presentation, working up her nerves, that it has been difficult for her to just relax.
After only a few moments of quiet calm, the door opens. It is Billy.
“So, how’d it go?” He asks, popping his head through the doorway of her office.
“I think it went pretty well,” she says, trying to work up the strength to smile at him, ease his anxiety, while trying to forget her own. She had been sensing that Billy felt she would blow it, that she would crumble under the pressure of the presentation. In fact, she kind of thought she might crumble as well, but she didn’t.
“Did they give you any indication of which way they were leaning?”
“No, nothing. At least not anything that I could see, but it was a pretty tense crowd.”
“Yea, I’ll bet. I can’t even imagine trying to make a psychological pitch to a room full of republican MBA’s,” he says, trying to see if he could lighten her up with a bit of humor, but she looks too tired, only half-listening to his words. By this point Billy had made his way from the doorway into her office and was sitting on the corner of her desk.
Brenda is beautiful today. She is beautiful everyday, but it is not everyday that Billy sees her in this purely professional light. There is a power to her appearance, a pungency of perfume that gives him pause. Brenda has a real maternal power about her, something warm and protective in her eyes, always glaring out at you. He finds himself staring at her legs. They are in a relaxed position, slightly apart; her thighs are spread out just enough for the darkening absence between the flesh and the skirt to pry open his imagination, leaving him wanting, pregnant with possibilities. Billy stiffens his slumping posture, averts his stare, and loosens his pants around the thighs, rising slightly to give the tightening some ease.
Billy has been trying for months to advance his relationship with Brenda. He knows that she is still smothering herself in the space left by her husband, and even though it has been almost two years since his passing, out of respect for her mourning, Billy has been extraordinarily restrained in his advances, almost to the point where they are hardly recognizable as flirtations.
They have been extremely close during the process of building Haven©. When she first came to him she was nothing more than a weepy, mousy wreck, and she is still a wreck, but she seems to have grown stronger through the grace of time, and in the process of gaining in strength, she has also gained new dimensions of beauty.
“I had an attack this morning,” she says.
“During the meeting?” Bills asks, obviously alarmed that she may have lost their funding.
“No, but just after the meeting.”
“Did you Haven© out?”
“Yea, but I still can’t do it in public spaces, at least when I know other people are around. I had to wait until I got to the car, which made for a long, intense journey through the lobby.”
“Brenda…” He loves hearing himself say her name. Everyone else refers to her as Dr. Bravda, but they had moved beyond that kind of formality months ago. It seems now, at this point, that he has the silent permission of intimacy, and saying her name is always a reminder of the power of that permission. “We’ve talked about this before, if you just find a seat somewhere it is not anything that anyone would take special notice of.”
“I know, but I still have some anxiety about it.”
“That’s ironic since the device is designed to treat anxiety.”
“Billy, please,” she says, smiling slightly for the first time. “If we get the funding…”
“We will. I know we will.”
“Then we have to more thoroughly test the device’s effect on a patient’s appearance in public situations. We think that users can dose in public without any perceived strangeness, but I am still uncertain. If they can’t comfortably dose in public then we have a serious problem. What good is a device that treats depression, and other social disorders, especially social disorders, if the patients can’t dose in public?”
“But I’ve seen you dose. It is not an alarming reaction—not in the slightest.”
“Yea, I know, but you knew I was dosing at the time. It might be different if I just Havened© out on you without any warning. In fact, I am fairly certain you would find it peculiar. So we need to do broader testing. That is what the funding is for in the first place. Right?”
“Of course,” he says, not wanting to press the issue any further. “You look tired.”
“I am tired, Billy. Today was tough for me to get through, and the day’s not even half over yet.”
“Well, the worst part is over.” He wants to grab her hand and tell her that it will all be all right. “It will all be worth it in the end.”
“What would I do without your confidence?”
He wanted to say something reassuring, something that would make her know how important she is to his own confidence, how when he is away from her he doesn’t believe in anything. It is only through her that he has faith that they can do something positive, simply because of the way she makes him feel. Something like, ‘I don’t know what I would do without you to give me confidence’, or ‘It is you, knowing you, looking forward to seeing you every day that gives me the confidence to get out of bed every morning.’ But he doesn’t get to say anything before the phone rings.
“Hello,” Brenda says, her earlier exhaustion hidden from her voice.
“Dr. Bravda. Mark Slyden here.”
“Oh, hello Mr. Slyden.”
“We’ve had a chance to discuss your gizmo over here, and we’ve come to a decision about it. We’ll discuss it, you and I, over dinner tonight.”
“Dinner? Oh, I don’t know. Couldn’t we make it lunch? Dinner feels rather unprofessional.”
“Doctor, let me be the judge of what is and what isn’t professional. I think you’re forgetting whose asking who for money here.”
She starts to say something, stops, breathes, thinks again--but there is nothing. She has nothing to say at this point. She wouldn’t have questioned his offer if it weren’t for his behavior in the boardroom during her presentation. She knows that if he were openly making a pass at her underneath the table during their meeting, then he will not hesitate to make a pass at a dinner meeting, when they are alone.
“Hello?” Slyden yells into the phone.
“Yes, sorry. I’m here. Where are we meeting?”
“There’s a little steak place over near your lab. We’ll meet there. You know where I’m talking about?”
“Yea.”
“See ya there about six. Wear somethin’ pretty.”
“Uh…,” he hung up before she could challenge his implication.
September 18, 2006
As the Nurse walks down the long hallway toward the room where his father lies, Billy feels the hollow of the halls intensely; the echo of the soft green on the walls gives him the feeling of moving under water. The sterility of the place, the fluorescence of the lights, gives him the dizzy feeling of not being able to breathe. Normally, Billy hates being around his brother, hates how small his brother always makes him feel, but now, in this situation, Jim’s social composure is an asset.
The Nurse stops and turns toward a large wooden door, she reaches for the knob, and then coolly turns toward the police officer who has been silent up until this point. He then turns toward Billy and Jim as if he needed prompted by her reminder to perform a speech that he has delivered countless times before.
“I don’t know if either of you have ever done this before. It can be emotionally unsettling for anyone, but especially for family members. Feel free to use the bathroom at the end of this hall if necessary.” As he says this he directs a motion toward the rear end of the hallway, and with that preamble out of the way, the door is opened and the nurse leads them into the room.
Billy thought that the room would have a potent odor. He feared the smell of death, but the scent didn’t offer much of a deviation from the rest of the hospital. However, the lights were surprisingly dim and Billy was surprised when the nurse didn’t brighten them up a bit as they entered. The walls had that same dirty aquatic green about them, but the absence of so much fluorescent lighting acted as a further dirtying effect, as if there were a moldy film, a slight moss-like fuzziness, growing out of the walls.
The nurse seems very matter-of-fact about the process, walking straight up to the body on the opposing side of the bed of the brothers, never once looking up at them.
“Are you ready?”
“Yes.” Jim says. The nurse looks over at Billy, he nods.
She pulls the sheet down and exposes their father’s stark, stone cold face, mouth slightly agape, with a white power all over his face. “We wouldn’t have had to call you in to identify him if he had had ID on him. All we had was his car, and that just isn’t enough.” The officer seems to be talking to fill the gaping space of quiet between Jim and Billy seeing their father’s dead face and the collected anxiety of dealing with such a personal situation.
More space passes and the weight seems to physically shake the room. Billy feels sick to his stomach in a way that is hard to characterize in any recognizable way, like his stomach is floating on the same dirty water that seems to be filling the room.
“So, is this your father?” The officer parts the silence again.
“Yes.” Both Billy and Jim say simultaneously.
“Is that airbag residue on his face?” Jim asks.
“No, if his car were equipped with an airbag he might have survived. That is make-up.”
“Make-up?” Jim asks.
“Yea, he was in full mime make-up when he was brought in.”
“Mime? What?” Jim asks, sounding exhausted and impervious. He sees the nurse smile a little at his reaction which further exacerbates his reaction.
“Yea, he had the face paint, a beret, the unitard, the works,” The officer says. He reaches down and grabs a bag from the floor beside the bag. “Everything he had on his person is in this bag.” He holds the bag out to Jim, but Jim is just staring at their father’s white face. Billy grabs the bag from the officer and quickly looks inside. Indeed, there was a beret, a rumpled up black unitard, a black-and-white striped shirt, and a watch. The watch was in its own bag, shattered, hardly resembling a watch.
“Why a mime?” Billy asks, looking up at Jim.
“This is crazy. Something’s not right about this,” Jim says.
Billy looks at the clock on the filmy, mossy green wall. It isn’t moving.
July 23, 2006
As Brenda walks into the restaurant, the smell of beef hits her like a brick, and there is no mistaking that this place is not a place for fine dining. You won’t find a bottle of wine anywhere in the vicinity of these walls. The décor is a quintessentially western motif with a none too subtle slant toward Southwestern design. The prerequisite dead bull head with its long horns greets her as she stands in the lobby. She understands immediately why Slyden ha asked to meet her here. This is obviously his territory.
She sees Slyden on the other side of the room. It is clear that he has already begun eating. He sees her, waves her over with his fat, greasy paw.
Slyden is what you might expect from a fiftyish former republican congressman from Texas. He is fat, probably on the lighter side of three hundred pounds. His hair is grayish around the ears and indelicately pushed over to cover a large absence on his wide dome, though you could hardly tell it from his cowboy hat, which decorates his head more often than not. His face is as crisp and clean of wrinkles as you might expect from a guy who has never known anything other than privilege, and has never felt the burden of empathy.
Slyden is a name that is synonymous with Texas politics, and even more broadly with American conservative politics. The familial power line traces all the way back to Mark Slyden’s grandfather, Heathcliff Slyden, who was governor of Texas and was later a noted U.S. Senator, who became famous for dying in his Capitol office, holding a pistol in one hand and his cowboy hat in the other. This of course took place on the eve of a great scandal involving huge bribes has had been accepting from the oil business. His death seemed to be more a move of political strategy than a move made in great turmoil. Regardless, his suicide did put an abrupt end to the investigation and the oil business came away unscathed.
In Texas, he was lauded for taking one for the team in an act of genuine cowboy diplomacy. The story became so mythologized that the Slyden name has always been a symbol of true Western heroism.
Mark Slyden’s daddy, Porter Slyden, was also a U.S. Senator, appointed by the governor after his father’s sudden vacancy. Porter was most famous for his staunch opposition to integration in the sixties. He was a fire-breathing, old-school, tent-preaching type who gave some of the most racist and hate-filled speeches in all of the sixties, which was a difficult thing to do when you consider the divisiveness, and the generally pervasive racial vitriol of the times.
Porter lost his seat in the senate in the early Seventies, not just because of his inability to accept integration, but because of his inability to accept any real social change in the country. As with a great many conservatives who are poisoned by deluded, self-absorbed memories of an idyllic past, he became something of a national embarrassment to the larger country outside his state, and the Republicans knew they would never attain a majority party status if they continued to be held captive in the shadow cast by Porter’s ten gallon hat. So, the party staged a coup during the primaries, putting all their money in the tills of the only Republican candidate that they felt could dethrone the aging Porter Slyden.
This candidate was Mark Slyden. The Republican leadership knew that it would take a Slyden to beat a Slyden in Texas politics.
You get the idea of how important power is to this guy when you see that he will happily steal his father’s job to have a piece of it for his self. There is no mistaking the genuinely oedipal nature of his relationship with his father. Mark, being unmarried, even got his mom to campaign with him. His whole campaign certainly acted as a case study that Dr. Freud would have had a field day examining.
However, Porter Slyden was not completely without sense. He may have been socially out of touch, but he still knew how to manipulate the shifts and gears of the political machine. He was a true power broker and found other ways to remain a crucial part of American politics, even if he had been forced to do it through the back door. He was a savvy businessman and a clear presence in a boardroom. He knew something about history and knew that history would always repeat itself. He began seeing parallels to the massive corporate corruption, and general breech of business ethics unseen since before the great depression. He decided to assemble a group of former political leaders and private sector power players. This group would act as a shadow firm that could invest in controversial research that might be of interest in the private sector, then they would sell this ethically questionable research back to the corporations and if something went wrong, then the corporations never got their hands dirty with litigation because they would have not funded the controversial research, and since Slyden’s group didn’t sell anything to the public they did not have to worry about getting their hands dirty because there would really be no penalties for their behavior as long as what they did remained hidden from the public, as it always was, and when it wasn’t, a hefty bribe usually did the trick.
Porter Slyden, recognizing that his son was a senator, and even though he would never forgive him for taking his senate seat from him, had no interest in unnecessarily tarnishing the family name. So, he formed a partnership with a friend from the private sector, James Sebald, and offered Sebald’s name to represent the firm. Slyden knew that he did not want to have to share power with Sebald so he immediately strong-armed the rest of the board to vote out Sebald as a full partner—some would later say that Slyden coerced them at gunpoint. This power play left Slyden with complete control over the group, a group that would eventually become the most powerful shadow firm for special interests and political wheeling-and-dealing in government and the private sector.
When Porter stepped down in the eighties, his son was the most likely candidate to take over his position at the Sebald group, more for the family and political connections than for his skills as a leader. Porter had never fully forgiven his son for betraying him in their senatorial campaign, but it was important to Porter to continue the tradition of Slyden power. What he didn’t realize was that his son was even better connected than he was, and had an even meaner streak than Porter, which was saying a lot.
Once Mark took over he immediately started using the group’s power to hijack the central leadership structure of the Republican Party. The Sebald group quickly became any candidates more accessible route to higher office, and with Slyden at the helm as the party’s most important consultant, the Republican Party began to take the majority of both houses of congress and the majority of state legislatures. Also, but not surprisingly, candidates began to fall quickly into the mold of Slyden’s own political beliefs. If a candidate didn’t fall in line then they would quickly find a candidate to match against them in the primaries that would be more than happy to fall in line. Mark Slyden had become, arguably, the most powerful man in American politics.
“So ooo onna owe mee?” Slyden says with his mouth full of food. There is a half-eaten T-bone in front of him, a puddle of butter where it looks like a potato used to be, and a pile of untouched mixed vegetables shoved over to the edge of the plate.
“Excuse me?” Brenda says, stunned that he has already began eating, unsure of what he has just said, his mouth full of potato.
“I said,” he swallows his food. “Are you gonna blow me?”
“My God, No—you pig.”
Still with his mouth full of food, Slyden says, “”If you wanted the money bad enough…”
“You’re sick, disgusting.”
He sets his knife down, “Yea, I’m sick alright. They call it Texas fever,” he points down to his crotch, “I was just thinking you might want to take my temperature.”
Brenda quickly comes to the conclusion that he is not going to let up, decides it is best to ignore this kind of behavior and she quickly changes the subject.
“Can we talk about the funding?” She asks.
Slyden resumes ripping into his T-bone, only now he isn’t bothering with utensils, he is just holding the steak by the bone, ripping into it with his yellowed teeth.
“I hope you don’t mind my starting without you. I am a hungry man. I don’t like to keep the steak waitin’.”
“The funding?”
“Yes, the funding,” he says as he leans back in his chair for a moment as if to let the air out of his body, and there does seem to be something deflated in his posture. Then he leans back in and quickly puffs himself back up as if he had let a moment of weakness leak out. “The board met about your project this afternoon. Most of us agreed that it was in our best interest to fund the project….” He breaks for a beat, “But were not going to give all the money to you at once. We looked over your projected budget, and we found that your monetary needs were excessive, and since you have shown no known track record of innovation in the past, and you have no outside connections to the group, we are cutting your initial testing sample in half.”
“In half?” Dr. Bravda says, voice raised, unable to hold back her obvious frustration.
“Calm down, missy. You can still get all the money eventually in the end. We’ll give you a check for the first half of the testing sample, and then you can start your research on a smaller number of subjects. Then when you report the results of the smaller sample to me, I will determine if the results warrant the rest of the money to complete your research.”
Brenda just sits for a minute, unmoving, soaking it all in. She is not sure how to feel. She knows that the possibility existed that they might cut her budget, even cut into her sample size, but to cut it by half seemed excessive. It was a relief to get the funding, and a blow to lose the study sample that she believed was necessary to get the work done efficiently. Now, the project was just going to take that much longer to complete.
“One last thing,” Slyden says as he rips into his steak again. “I am going to be a part of the initial sample.”
“What?” Brenda asks, breaking her silence. “No, absolutely not.”
“You want daddy’s money, you play by daddy’s rules,” he says, ripping into the steak again, almost exclusively for affect since his mouth was already full of meat.
“I’ll just get someone else to fund the project.”
“That would be a mistake,” he says chewing and swallowing quickly, his face turning deadly serious.
“Why?”
Slyden wipes his greasy hands off on the napkin that had been sitting by him untouched. He reaches down, grabs a large envelope and slides it across the table to Brenda.
Brenda touches the envelope, careful not to touch the oily mess he has left on the paper on her own hands. She opens the envelope. There are photographs inside. She pulls them out and they are of the inside of the lab, and a photo of her sleeping on her office couch.
“What is this, when were these taken?” She asks, incredulous.
Slyden grabs the envelope out of her hands. “We have copies of your production files. We have copies of countless research documents. I know half a dozen pharmaceutical firms that would suck a turd outta my ass for that information right now, with or without your research. They would pay us, and yet we are offering to pay you. You should be grateful.” Slyden leans back, recognizing his momentum.
“Now, why are we doing this for you? Because I like you, Brenda. You’re a real spitfire—small, strong, and pretty as hell. So, we’ll let you do it if you follow our rules, but watch your step,” he says, grabbing what’s left of the t-bone with his teeth, the reddish-brown juices dripping down his chin.
September 18, 2006
Jim has been moving through traffic at an alarming speed, angling through the streets with a skilled precision, whipping around corners with a practiced experience. Billy finds this recklessness all the more disturbing since they had just identified their father’s dead body, his death being the result of a car accident. Billy desperately wants to ask Jim to be more careful, to slow down, but he can tell by Jim’s expression that he is in political mode, which means that he cares about nothing but himself, and he will not allow a distraction to come between reality and his ambition. The competitive nature of a politician is so intense, so single-minded, so focused on one goal that it really is scary how the world falls apart around them and only one thing stands out from the fray: power.
As they pass the exit ramp that they need to take in order to get to Billy’s house, Billy wonders where they are going.
“Jim, aren’t you going to take me back home?”
“Yes, but I need to get home to run some interference on this. I have to make some phone calls. There are a few things that need taken care of quickly. Time is of the essence in my business.”
He is definitely in political mode.
“What do you mean run interference? Our dad is dead, Jim. This isn’t about you.”
“He made it about me when he put on a unitard and crashed into a tree. Do you have any idea what would happen to my campaign if this got out. This isn’t the minor leagues, Billy. I’m not running for Student Council. I am vying for a seat in the Capitol, and if this gets out I might as well just hand it to my opponent. I can already read the headline: ‘Republican Candidate’s Mime Father Commits Suicide’. This is the big time. They will jump on every move me, or my family, makes. And if I don’t stop this thing quick then it will get out. God, can you imagine?”
There were many things that Billy thought to say to his brother at that moment, but quickly realized he would only be wasting his breath. Also, he is slowly coming to realize that they are heading to Jim’s house, which is not a good thing for Billy.
Billy and Jim’s wife, Rachael, shared a brief but intense romantic encounter a few years ago. They never consummated their secret relationship, but after sneaking away with each other on several occasions they had mutually decided not to see each other anymore. Billy was worried about what the affair might do to his family. Rachael was worried about what it might mean to the future of Jim’s political career. They both felt a good bit more loyalty toward Jim than to their own hearts.
It had been well over a year since Billy had seen Rachael.
Billy was truly in love with Rachael once and probably still would be if not for Brenda. Brenda came into his life at just the right time, just weeks after he and Rachael had ended their relationship. Brenda was in so many pieces, was so broken down, that Billy felt an intense responsibility to care for her. In the process of looking after her, he began to realize that he was thinking less and less about Rachael and more and more about Brenda.
As they approached Jim’s house, Billy began to feel a sense of panic coming over him. In his current state, he is not sure his constitution can bear to see Rachael again. Every nerve in his body is exposed at the moment, and one look from her, a moment lost in that maternal stare, could easily cause him to need her again.
As the headlights from the passing cars sting his eyes, Billy reflects on how time seems to disappear when you open up those places you hide people from your past and allow them to open you up again. All of a sudden it doesn’t seem so long ago since he’s seen her, held her in his eyes, allowed her presence to shine some light on the previous shadows of his life’s hope.
The last time they saw each other was at Jim’s birthday party almost a year ago. It was at Jim’s office building, the state house. So, it was very busy and social, and there was very little time for private conversation. Still, he did see her often, though he consciously tried to avoid her. But every time they caught each other’s eyes it was like that love they had shared was waking up in him again. This was months after they had decided not to be with one another in a romantic way. He decided that day that it would be best if they avoided each other altogether. It was clear to him then that they could not be in the vicinity of one another without waking up that thing that they needed to keep sleeping.
They pulled into Jim’s garage, and it was clear that Billy was going to have to make a move.
“I’ll just wait for you out here,” he said.
“What? No, Billy. Come inside. Rachael can make you some coffee. Besides, you look like you could use the company.”
Well that was that then. Now Billy would have to go in and face Rachael. It was going to be awful. Jim would disappear behind closed doors, and it would just be Billy and Rachael, alone for the first time since the last time.
What would he say?
Oh, God.
As they approached the door that leads to the house, Billy could feel his gut tighten up, and his whole body was tensing from the nervousness
I’m going to throw-up.
When they get inside, it takes Billy a second before he is exposed to their kitchen from behind Jim’s body. Rachael is revealed to him as Jim’s body eases out of the way and she appears slowly like for the first time. She is sitting at the table, clutching a cup of coffee with both hands. As soon as she notices Billy she immediately and abruptly rises from her seat. She sits down her cup of coffee and adjusts her self in an obvious display of surprise. It is clear that seeing Billy was a surprise, one that she had not even begun to prepare herself for. At least Billy had the benefit of some preparation.
Rachael is obviously embarrassed by her appearance. She is wearing no make-up and a large pink bathrobe. Her hair is wet and it is clear that she is fresh from a shower. It is, after all, late in the evening. However, Billy finds himself in a position he hasn’t been in for awhile. He can literally feel himself falling in love again. He had forgotten all those things in her that he had loved: the sadness of her eyes, her smell (the smell that if you were ever to find it elsewhere in real life would inevitably shift your mind to a memory of her, and the heart would race as if it were awakening old pictures into movement), the shape of her mouth, always seeming ready to speak.
What will she say?
“Billy, sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone. Do you want a cup of coffee?” She says, regaining some semblance of composure.
“Yea, I’ll take a cup,” Billy says.
There is a startled air in the room, a nervous energy bouncing off the walls as Rachael clumsily moves from the table to get Billy a cup of coffee. She bumps the edge of the table just enough for some of her coffee to spill over the edge of her cup. She doesn’t acknowledge the spill. She is smiling as she turns away from Billy and Jim as if she has just been told a secret that she is trying hard to hide. Jim seems oblivious to anyone’s situation other than his own and quickly moves to the edge of the kitchen.
“Rachael, I have to make a few calls.”
“OK,” she says, but he had already disappeared, and her words just kind of hung out in front of her, meeting no one. She looks over to Billy, embarrassed, blushing as she sits his cup on the table in front of him and takes her seat. She is still smiling.
Please don’t smile.
Billy approaches the table with the nervous ease of a man who realizes that he is fully exposed.
“How are you doing?” She asks.
“OK, I guess, considering the circumstances.” It is clear that Billy’s attempt at conventional conversation is forced. It is clear that there is a heaviness hanging onto every word.
Rachael’s eyes raise a little. She is wondering if he is referring to the circumstances of his father’s death, or to the circumstances which have brought him here, back to her after such a long period of silence.
“I don’t think Jim is handling this very well,” Billy says.
“He rarely handles anything that shakes his routine, especially around campaign time. Everything is tense these days.” She can’t help but smile again. She feels so silly that she tries to hide it by sipping her coffee but instead she bumps her cup with her hand and some spills over the edge again. She tries to wipe some excess off the side of the cup with her finger, but quickly retreats. It is still too hot.
Jim enters his office, shuts the door and quickly fumbles toward the phone. He punches the numbers like a man whose nerves are on fire. He impatiently puts the phone against his ear, wishing the talk would be instantaneous, no waiting.
“Hello,” a groggy voice on the other end says.
“Jack.”
“Jim? What time is it?”
“It’s late. Jack, listen we have a situation, I think. I’m pretty sure we have a situation.”
“What? What is it?”
Jim stands there silent for a second, still too embarrassed to spit the words out.
“Jim? Spit it out. What is the problem?”
“My father killed himself this morning. At least I think he killed himself. Either way, he is dead. We think he drove himself into a tree, and he was wearing….there was a….” he trails off.
“Jim?”
“He was dressed like a mime.”
“What?”
“A mime.”
“You mean like a clown.”
“Yea, kind of, but different, you know. A mime is different from a clown.”
Jim can hear Jack fumbling around a bit. Jack is Jim’s campaign manager and a trusted friend since college. He knows Jack pretty well. Jack is Jim’s situation barometer. If Jack was in bed and he is now fumbling around to get out of bed then this new information has stirred him in a way that makes Jim all the more uncomfortable. Jim was panicked before. Now he is terrified.
“You said it was suicide, right?”
“Yes.”
“How do they know?
“I guess it was the circumstances. Still, I am fairly certain it was a suicide.”
“Was there a note?”
“No, none that I am aware of.”
“OK, listen Jim. We have to clean this up, and we have to do it now—right now. It is good that you called me tonight.”
“What do we do?”
“We’ll have it cleaned. I’ll make a call and then either I’ll call you right back or the someone else will call you. Be ready, though. If I get who I want, he is going to want to talk to you directly.”
“Wait, I don’t understand. What do you mean ‘cleaned’? What does that mean?”
“This is a stain, Jim. This could get nasty, real nasty. It could undermine your whole campaign; everything we’ve fought for could fall to pieces if this story catches the light of day. This is a ‘stop the presses’ kind of story, especially in the local market, and once the local market drools all over it, then the national media could give this a flood of attention that you don’t need and that we’re not equipped to deal with. We have to make this stain disappear. We have to neutralize it and then ease it back far enough so that it appears as though it never happened,” he says and then abruptly hangs up.
“How have you been?” Billy asks, trying to keep things distant but politely quiet, keep the talk from rising to the level of the air in the room, the thickness of the situation, the tension.
“Same as always. He hardly knows I exist. His campaign takes him away all the time. I’ve learned not to expect much, though. It just gets, well, it’s just...you know.” That last part was said with real exhaustion, a certain pleading sound could be heard in her words, a real needing. She takes a drink of coffee, both her hands wrapped around the cup, begging for warmth; her shoulders rising up like some beautiful chill had run through her. She recognizes the beauty in her mannerisms and bites her lip for further affect before she takes another sip of her coffee.
You’re so beautiful.
“Yea, well, I’m sure they keep him busy,” Billy says, trying to bring the mood back to a harmless level, though he is hyper-aware of her sex. He may have visibly shivered a tad when she bit her lip.
“Why won’t you look at me, Billy?”
Billy looks up from his cup of coffee. “I’m afraid to.” It was refreshing to say something honest finally, and as he said it he could feel all the weighty air in the room fall to the floor.
“You’re lying.”
“No, I’m not. It’s been a long time,” he says.
“Too long,” she says as she reaches across the table toward him. He squeezes her hand, eases his hand back from her touch, letting her know that he still cares, but not so much to return such affection.
“I still think about you…,” she says, breaking away, a beat passes, a sentence is left in the air, waiting for her to grab it, pull it back to Earth, “….all the time.”
“I think about you, too, but we have made decisions. We have been through this. We can’t afford to play that game again.”
“Game? No, Billy. It was never a game.”
The phone rings in Jim’s office.
“Jack?”
“Is this a secure line?” a deep, impatient voice asks.
“Who is this?” Jim asks.
“Answer me!”
“Yes, it is a land line, my home office line.”
“How many people know about this?”
“About my dad?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t…well, the police know, some at the hospital would have known, and then me, my brother, and my wife,” Jack said.
“OK. What neighborhood did the accident take place in? Were there any witnesses that you know of? What Police Department handled the details?”
“It was on the fringes of Constitution Park. It was early so I doubt there were witnesses, but I can’t be sure. It would have been the city police that responded.”
“The city hospital?”
“Yes.”
“OK, I’ll take care of all of that, but you have to take care of your brother and your wife. As long as there wasn’t a note then we can clean this thing. No one can be certain this was a suicide. That is our position. Also, we clean this clown thing up. There was no damn clowning. But you deal with your family. Understand?”
“What do you…?”
“Keep their mouths shut,” he says then quickly moves on. “Now the clown thing….”
“Mime, it’s a mime thing.”
“Shut up!” The voice waits a minute and then resumes. “Was this a common thing for him to do?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, try to know.”
“No, I’ve never been aware of it.”
“OK, I need his address.”
“What for?”
“Listen, do you want this cleaned or not? It’s up to you. Do you want to be known as a Senator or as that guy with the suicidal clown campaign? If we don’t clean this, you lose. That simple.”
“Its 223 Willow. On the corner of Willow and Providence Roads.”
“I’ll call you tomorrow around this time. Be by the phone, and remember to keep your brother and your wife quiet. If they resist you then tell me and I’ll keep them quiet.”
A click and a dial tone were immediate after his last words. Jim just sat there for a minute, wondering exactly what was going on, what would happen, and what he had just gotten himself into. Then his shock quickly turned back to anger at his dad for putting him in this position.
“You have been avoiding me, haven’t you?” Rachael asks.
“Yes, but you haven’t been clamoring at my door, either.”
“I know. It has been difficult for us to cross that line, but… seeing you today…”
“I know.”
“You don’t know how many times I have picked up the phone and dialed your number, or how many times I have driven out toward your house only to turn around at the last minute.”
“Rachael,” Billy says in a whisper, reaching out to her hands. “We know that this can’t….”
“I don’t want to think about what we can’t do anymore, Billy,” Rachael says almost pleadingly, grabbing hold of his hand with both her hands, pulling it toward her chest, leaning forward in an expression of something coming unhinged inside her. “I just want to hear you say my name again. That’s all. Just the small things, just the voice of the man I love, the man I have always loved, to say my name.”
“Rachael, we have to…”
“I love you, Billy. I really do.”
“You know that I….,” Billy says before Rachael’s mouth is on top of his, devouring his kiss like a woman who has been starving for affection, and Billy feeds her with his kiss, meeting her need with his own. They open up something that has been trapped inside, something that they both had shut away these past months, waiting to be unlocked.
There was a noise off somewhere in the house. Rachael quickly releases Billy, looks at his eyes and whispers, “I want to see you again.” Then Billy begins to hear footsteps and as Rachael sits back down in her chair, resting her hands on the table, shaking, face hot with blush, Jim walks back into the kitchen.
“Sorry about that, Billy. I just needed to take care of a few things that couldn’t wait. Are you ready to go?”
“Yea,” Billy says rising from his chair, trying hard not to let the situation that just transpired show on his face. He feels like his face is on fire, but he tries to stay cool.
“Thanks for the coffee Rachael.”
“Anytime, Billy,” she says as she sips at her coffee, trying to stifle the playful smile that is emerging on her freshly kissed lips, but it is so hard that she almost laughs, so she represses her happiness by hiding her face in her coffee cup; an expert of repression.
As Jim and Billy are leaving the kitchen, Billy can feel the secret being sucked out of the room with him. As they enter the garage Billy feels that the world is spinning again, a world that had seemed to be on hold for over a year or so was revolving once more. He couldn’t help but smile, almost laugh, but he is, after all, with his brother, and his brother appears deathly serious as they enter the car.
The roads are calmer at this time of night. Traffic is slow, and Jim’s driving is more measured, which is a relief for Billy. However, Billy can sense that Jim is still in political mode and that a discussion is in the air, hanging above them, waiting to drop.
“Billy, I have a problem.”
“What’s that?”
“I have to ask you a serious favor.”
“Yea?”
“I need you to not tell anybody about the circumstances of Dad’s death.”
“Why would I do that, Jim?”
“Because it is important to me, and it will ultimately determine whether my campaign sinks or swims.”
“OK, Jim, Whatever you want. Dad is still dead, though, right?”
“Billy, why do you have to do that? Of course he’s dead. Listen, you think I need this crap. Don’t blame me for not wanting people to think are dad was a suicidal clown. That is not my fault, and I shouldn’t have to pay a penalty for that.”
Of course, Jim was right. It wasn’t necessarily selfish to not want people to know about the circumstances of a loved one’s death. A family always deals with death in their own ways, and it is often dealt with privately.
When Jim and Billy’s mom died they were both still in public school and Billy never once told any of his friends that his mother had died. Jim, on the other hand, used the outpouring of pity that he received to win the student council presidency and rode the wave all the way to prom king his senior year.
“Oh, one last thing, where’s the bag we got from the hospital?”
“In the back seat.”
“OK, well, I’m probably going to keep that if you don’t mind.”
“That’s fine, Jim, but don’t get rid of any of that stuff.” He turns to look at Jim. “Promise me you won’t get rid of anything.”
“I promise.”
July 23, 2006
Brenda’s life is full of fear now, and has been since Ben‘s suicide. She has not been able to spend a single night at her home since that horrific day, and has been unable to sell their house for the obvious sentimental reasons. So, she spends all of her nights in the laboratory, and although this used to feel like a fairly safe place for her to be, a place away from the chaos of the outside world, and the chaos of the inner world that lived within her at her home. Now, that tenuous comfort has all been taken away from her after her disturbing meeting with Slyden earlier this evening.
Since he showed her those pictures of the lab, and the photo of her sleeping in her office, her ease has been set off its axis and now she is comfortless, edgy. To think that someone was in her private space, watching her sleep, looking through her private files is completely disarming. How could she have slept through such a disturbance?
Brenda has left all the lights on in the lab tonight, and yet every noise she hears is a new noise to her, and she is constantly rising from her normal resting spot on the couch in her office to look out into the lab to make certain that no one is roaming around. Even though she doubts very much that Slyden would send someone at this point, she still feels uneasy enough to check. And now that the image of an intruder has been implanted into her imagination, it seems that she can’t stop hearing noises, getting up, and looking out into the empty lab.
She had gotten to a point where the image of Ben, dead and naked in their kitchen, had stopped flashing past her constantly like it had in the beginning, but tonight, in this fragile state, he keeps coming back to her. In fact, his image is what caused this panic stricken state that she is currently in.
She dozed off about an hour ago, sitting up, reading on her office couch, and there he was in the dream, laying out on the sink. The image was like a still photograph, and then she began to animate him, watching his cold, pale, stiff body rise from its resting spot on the kitchen counter.
He begins walking toward her, the wounds on his wrist still open, leaking blood onto the floor, puddles of old life gathering like a trail of terror behind him. He is whispering something to her, at her. She can’t hear what he is saying, but he is getting closer, and she is becoming more frightened, trying to shake this image from her head, but he is still there, approaching her. He reaches her, leans into her and says, ‘You can still come with me. Why aren’t you with me?’ Then he leans into her, licks her ear. His cold tongue, sticky and dry, plays around her earlobe. She just shivers. She is now in such a state of shock that she is unable to move or scream. She hears herself muttering a prayer that she remembered from childhood, and then there is a noise. She quickly wakes up. Maybe it was just the heating system, maybe it was some students messing about outside, as often is the case, or maybe it is him, coming for her.
After replaying the dream again in her head, she stands, the book that was resting on her lap falls to the floor, startles her. She screams, jumps, and now her heart is racing. She looks out into the lab, intensely frightened of what might be there. There is nothing to see. She shuts the door to her office, locks the door, pulls the shades down over the door. She can feel an attack coming on. She is sweating now, and her breath is growing shorter by the second. She collapses onto the couch, her body folding over in the fatigue of fear.
She hits the button on the side of her watch.
The happy has begun.
When this dose is done, she will Haven© out again, and then again, until she is asleep.
TWO
July 24, 2006
When Brenda wakes up in her office she is already sitting up. She has spent the night with her head awkwardly leaned against the back of her couch and her neck is painfully stiff. She gets up and slowly tries to shake off the ache, tries desperately to forget the previous night’s fears.
She knows that the best way to forget about Slyden’s proposal and her rough night is to get immediately back into her routine, which sends her back to her house this morning.
Once a week she goes back to her house, does some general housekeeping, grabs a week’s worth of clothes, showers, and then comes back to the office for another week of self-imposed homelessness. However, after the images that she was facing last night, she is not sure she is ready to face the place.
After a few minutes of staring blankly at herself in her office bathroom, she convinces herself that she needs to get out of the lab. She has to get out. She has to go home. She needs clothes. There is also a sense of acknowledging that she eventually has to move beyond the images of the past and try to see the more current images of her life. Even if she fails to overcome those old pictures, Haven© is always there to help her recover from a bad situation.
So, she quickly gathers herself out of her office and heads out of the lab. She had left the lights on all night long, and now the sun is shining intensely inside the large glass windows throughout, and the brightness of the day adds a spring to her step, a warming of her mood at the beginning of this new day. She walks with a new confidence toward the parking lot. She gets to her car, and all of a sudden a pick-up truck comes roaring up beside her.
Brenda looks inside the truck. It is Mark Slyden. She averts her eyes away from him as if she believed that when she looked back he might be gone. He isn’t.
He leans his big body across the front seat to roll down the window. “Hey, do you mind coming for a ride?” he asks.
“I’d rather not. I have to get home to take care of some things.”
“Oh, come on. It’ll just take a minute.” He smiles at her in a way that makes her believe that he is trying to charm her, but it has the opposite effect of awakening an already intense repulsion she feels toward him.
Brenda looks back at her car. She had a full steam of positivity going into the journey that would take her back home and now it is gone. She takes a deep breath and turns around, looks at Slyden through the filmy windows of his truck. He opens the door from inside the truck and pushes it open. She climbs inside, a step under the door guiding her to the seat of his large truck.
The truck is ridiculously large, even on the inside of the two-seater cab. There is a gun rack behind her head with no guns hanging from it, but it is prominent and intimidating nonetheless. The car is littered with soda cans, Styrofoam coffee cups, and fast food wrappers and sacks, and it smells like breakfast, specifically sausage. He must have just eaten his breakfast.
After Brenda completely pulls her small body into the gigantic cab, shutting the massive door on the truck with both hands, Slyden takes off out of the parking lot like a man who is used to being chased by something that will never catch him but will always be on his tail.
“Listen, I am sure you remember some of the conditions I set out before you yesterday, and I know I have a tendency to strong arm my position sometimes. So, I wanted to come here and personally let you know that it is very important for me to be in the sample.”
“I can’t allow you into the sample without a medical history or consent forms from your psychiatrist. These are the standards that I have set for my work and I don’t care to compromise those standards for any patient, no matter the circumstances”
“Well, I do have a medical history. I can provide that to you at another point, but I don’t have a psychiatrist to sign consent forms, and I don’t care to see a regular psychiatrist. Besides, you’re a psychiatrist. Why don’t you sign a consent form for me?”
“Because that could be misconstrued as a conflict of interest, meaning I would be offering priority to my patients in a study where a previous working relationship might color the patient’s reaction to the study. Also, outside of my academic training I have not seen patients for over two years, besides the ones that I have given preliminary interviews to for this particular program.”
“Listen, I don’t care how we do it. Leave me out of the study. I just want the device.”
“You don’t understand…”
“I need the device!” Slyden says, stopping the car in the middle of he road. The driver in the car behind them slams on his brakes and honks his horn. Slyden rolls down the window, while still looking at Brenda, pleading with his eyes. He sticks his arm out the window and tosses his middle finger out at the driver behind them. The car quickly drives around them, beeping its horn all the way. “You don’t understand what its like to have a reputation, I mean, to have a name so steeped in tradition that you can’t change what was expected of you before you have become who you are. I was who I am before I was born. I am asking you, honestly, to help me. Let me have the device.” As he says this last bit another car has come up and is honking his horn. Slyden nearly jerks his whole torso out the window, “Go around, you son-of-a-bitch!”
When he turns back toward Brenda his face is red with anger but there are tears welling up in his eyes.
“Dr. Bravda I am desperate for change. I need something, anything. I need a reason to continue. I need just a piece of hope. I need Haven©.”
It is probably that last part that gets her. She is aware of the fact that Slyden is synonymous with manipulation but she also feels a duty to protect life, and so she slowly shakes her head up and down, and he places his large head into her waiting shoulder and weeps. She has never heard a cowboy cry before, but she might have imagined that it would be more subtle, less blubbering, more stifling. This is a man who is obviously no stranger to tears.
September 19, 2006
Rachael is driving out toward Billy’s house. This is nothing new. She does this several times a week, and has been doing it for months. She had come to an understanding with herself that she might never actually stop. Stopping wasn’t what was important. It was the approach that gave her heart a much needed jump. The closer she came to awakening that part of herself for Billy, the closer she got to feeling alive again.
This daily drive had slowly become a consistent part of her days, one of the few things she was able to look forward to everyday, something that couldn’t be taken away from her. The trip was always more about making a connection with Billy, just wanting to check up on him, make sure that he is still there, filling hopeless holes inside herself. She usually just drove by to see if the lights were on; hope, maybe to catch a glimpse of him in his yard, or through a lit window.
Today is different though. She has every intention of stopping today. She has been up all night thinking of things she might say to him, thinking of ways she can let him know how she feels, and how they don’t have to continue sacrificing themselves for Jim any longer. She wasn’t sure how much she believed this late night inner voice on this point, but after a full night without sleep while every possible scenario and rationalization swam around in her head, she feels ready to present these ideas to him as possibility.
As she pulls into his driveway, the lumpy gravel road to his home, she looks to see if there are any lights on. It is hard to tell in the morning light, but it is early so she assumes that he is there. He could still be in bed. Her heart starts to race. She feels that old rush of potentiality swim to her face and she smiles. She smiles so large that she begins to laugh at her reflection in the rearview mirror. It is almost as if she is experiencing a younger girl’s dream. The weight of not sleeping is hanging all over her and pulls her into this fantasy consciousness where anything is possible. Even the prospect of sleeping with Billy is open to her today. Even as she imagines him lying her down in his bed she begins to feel that familiar buzz in her midsection. She had almost forgotten what it felt like to want someone that much, to feel a person’s presence like a spark catching fire inside you. She had forgotten what it was to really know love like that.
When she gets out of her car and approaches his trailer, a sneaking comes upon her, a feeling that this is a decisive moment, an action that can’t be walked back. This decision would probably change the course of the rest of her life and as much as that prospect excites her in her current dream-like state, it also terrifies her. Rachael has always been a practical person above all else. Even though she desperately wants to see Billy, let him touch her. She also feels a real sense of agreed partnership for Jim, not as much an emotional partnership as a business partnership. Rachael and Jim’s business is Lawrence Co., the seemingly perpetual political campaign to achieve Jim’s limitless ambition. If she could just wait until after the campaign and then quietly ease her way out of the partnership then perhaps she could be free to be with whomever she likes. Until then, though, it is important to maintain the portrait of the quintessential young American couple that she and Jim have been selling all these years, through every campaign from city council all the way to his current Senate race. She has a duty to herself to see this project through.
She goes back to her car; tears have started welling up in her eyes. After a full night of tossing and turning, hearing the words that she would say to Billy, imagining all the things he might say back, she is left with nothing but a feeling of foolishness floating in her gut. She is nauseous with the sudden rush of normalcy that floods over her. As she backs out of the driveway she takes one last look back at Billy’s trailer and she sees him standing there in the open doorway. He is staring straight out at her, his arms resting above him on the top of the door frame. He must have just gotten out of the shower, his hair is wet, and he is wearing a button-up shirt that he has not yet buttoned, and suddenly all the fantasies she had had seem that much more real. All those wakeful dreams she had the previous night were pages of realities waiting to be unfolded, not just nighttime delusions. She continues to back away, and slowly watches him disappear in the distance, his beautiful body moving away from her once more. One more of her dreams delayed.
All the things that she loves about Billy were on display before her right there; his hair wet and reckless, his dress informal and uncaring. His arms up on the jamb of the door like he were waiting for her, as if he knew she were coming and had planned a pose just for her, a playful and powerful portrait for her to carry with her down the road, allowing those images to animate a fantasy for her to carry home, a picture to carry with her when her day appears intolerably dull and lonely.
Billy is the anti-Jim, and she loves him for that.
As Billy watches Rachael’s car roll away into the distance, he is conflicted about her brief appearance, and puzzled by her abrupt departure. The crackle of her tires on the gravel had completely faded now and though he traditionally thought of that sound of leaving as a profoundly lonely sound, he finds it something of a relief. Somehow in her leaving she has let him off the hook about making a decision on where next to take their relationship.
However, there was something altogether different in his current outlook of what a relationship with Rachael would ultimately mean. Yes, he would have to willingly betray his brother, but since his father’s death that familial bond has loosened something inside Billy. He now realizes that many of his former reservations were due just as much to his relationship with his father as they were to his brother. He felt that in having a relationship with Rachael it would be necessary to betray his family by extension. Now, that fear is absent. His father was the glue of an already tenuous familial bond, and now that bond seems arbitrary, nothing but a manufactured connection, a simple sharing of names.
Still, even though he feels more free and loose with the possibility of he and Rachael being together, there is still his undeniable feelings for Brenda. Their bond is too strong, and can not be ignored.
Also, there is a sense that Billy has been married to his independence for too many years now. Perhaps, there is a psychological background to this independence. Maybe, somewhere inside his head, and heart, he knows about this union he has made with an uninterrupted selfhood. This could be why he always seems to attach himself to women that come with barriers, emotional or otherwise.
As Billy looks around his trailer, beholding his meager surroundings, he reflects on this independence he owns. He looks toward a single picture on the wall by his front door, the only picture to be found on the walls of this trailer. It is a picture of his mother, several years before the cancer caught her and never let her go. This portrait, a constant reminder of what was lost in his adolescence, acts as protectorate over what enters his home somehow. There is no question as he stood in the threshold just a moment before, watching Rachael watch him, he could feel his mother’s eyes on him, eyes clearly from the past, but somehow the eyes of our ghosts still see more clearly into a person in that ghost’s reflected light of self-examination. He will always be able to see himself through his mother’s eyes.
He looks closely at her portrait again. What would she think of what he has become?
She is why there is always something profoundly lonely about the sound of leaving.
July 24, 2006
Brenda angles her body’s posture up the walkway to her house. There are weeds growing up through the cracks in the concrete, and the yard is largely over grown. The earth is clearly growing over the deadness inside the house. Ben used to be the gardener, and Brenda just doesn’t have the time or energy to keep it maintained. She pays a neighbor boy to do the yard work for her, but she is afraid he doesn’t do a thorough enough job.
However, the house appears appropriately vacant, as if some one had left the place in disarray, as if something had died inside, a place that is slowly decomposing, desperately alone, waiting for someone, anyone to come in and save it from its stinking solitude. Brenda stands in front of the front door. She has still not been able to enter through the back patio door since the day Ben died. She stands there with the keys in her hands for a moment. She does this every time she returns to the house, standing there waiting for something to overcome her. She expects her face to break a little every time she enters, and it always does. It is hard for someone to know that they aren’t safe in their own home from the ghosts of the past. She knows that she will eventually have to move, but something makes her hold onto this place, hold onto Ben. She knows that he will be there until she has made peace with the demons that ripped his life to shreds. They are her demons that are still inside the house, and once she enters she will swim in their murky waters. Once she enters, she will not take another clean breath of air until she climbs back out of the hole in this house.
Upon entering, she has a routine that she walks herself through. Her routine represents a certain level of efficiency that she has attained over the past months to get inside the house and do the absolute minimum she has to do before she can leave again. She quickly lays her keys on the dining room table, and rushes into the bedroom, where the bed has been made the same tidy way it has been made since that last morning. There are wrinkles across the top of the comforter from the many times she has collapsed atop it to bury her face, hiding from the memories of love making and late night conversations. She can still hear Ben stopping himself in the middle of a book to read her an excerpt of something, reminding her how lovely life can sound through someone else’s impassioned voice.
Brenda opens her side of the closet, the other side shut with Ben’s things trapped inside, growing stale and unworn. She grabs out a pile, lays out a duffle bag on a small table next to the closet, and begins folding clothes to stick inside the bag. It will probably be another week before she returns here, and she always makes certain that she will not forget something that might give her a reason to return before the week is up. Every trip here is a dreadful reminder of how her life has fallen apart. It is crucial to her well-being to keep those reminders to a minimum
As she reaches back into the closet to grab one of her suits, she sees one of Ben’s ties hanging on the closet rail, and suddenly she feels her face start to fall. Her mouth goes quickly limp and her eyes sag and fill, and she just lets herself fall onto the floor, surrendering to the inevitability of the fall.
Brenda reacts to her immediate reflex to activate the Haven© device. She reaches down to press the button on her wristwatch, but she stops herself, allows herself to weep instead. It suddenly occurs to her that this moment, as dreadful as it seems, feels like an untightening, not an unraveling,, as if there is something coming out with her cries, and to remedy the naturalness of this bloodletting with a shock of Haven© could cause her more damage through its dilution. So, she decides not to do anything but lie there and cry. The crying feels to her, at that moment, to be wonderfully horrible, necessarily tragic. She allows herself to lay in it, this wash of weeping.
After several minutes of almost uncontrollable weeping, Brenda pulls herself off the floor and begins taking off her clothes. She unzips her skirt and lets it fall to the floor. As she slides out of her hose she has a flash of a memory coming over her. It is a day when Benjamin had come home early from class and she is changing out of her work clothes and he catches her in a state of undress. At first she is startled to see him, not hearing him come in. He gives her that look of pleasure and wanting that they both are always able to recognize simultaneously and so she deliberately begins to undress more slowly, more methodically. She wiggles out of her panties, allowing her legs to sway and sink like a song were emanating from the reflection of Ben’s gaze. She removes her blouse with a rhythm that she begins to feel is a part of her body, and as she slides her bra out of her arms with the smoothness of her song, Ben essentially tackles her onto the bed and they make love in a fury of fasts and slows, a rhythm of risings and fallings.
This memory came over her quickly and so boldly that when she comes out of it she is lying on the bed in full blown bliss. The memory came over her so crisp and real, as if it had been triggered by the device. It was a memory that she had not uncovered for as long as she can remember. It was a moment that feels as though it was half forgotten, mostly concealed from her mind’s hard drive, and yet there it was in front of her as if it were happening for the first time.
As Brenda steps into the steam of the shower she is still reflecting on the vividness of her memory and is wondering about the possible effects from the device. Was the memory triggered by the parallel circumstance of her undressing in her bedroom? Or had the absence of the device allowed her to open up a part of her brain where she had stored seemingly damaging memories, uncovering them? This was not a question that was going to be easily answered without further research. However, one thing is certain, that memory came over her like a Haven© memory and not a normal memory where one would be conscious of its being past. This memory hit her like a rush, and as she showers she feels as though she has just made love with her husband, and there is something calming about that to her, something euphoric. She smiles a real smile, uncontrolled, child-like, pushing her head under the pouring water as if it were the summer rain, and she, a child discovering it with the abandon of being free from something that had once controlled her, an unpeeling of some looming larger-than-you influence.
September 19, 2006
Mark Slyden pulls his truck into the mime’s empty driveway and pries his great body from the inside of his enormous truck, ignoring the truck’s creaky sigh of relief. He is expecting another Sebald Group representative to join him momentarily but has no time to wait. He goes straight for the door. Now, Mark has performed many of these home interrogations in the past, but he has left them to his underlings in the recent past, but seeing as though a Senate race is at stake here, in his state, then he has made himself more involved.
As he approaches the door he performs a quick scan of the façade, taking a quick inventory of where the key might be placed. There are many places one might place an extra key. The first place would be underneath the doormat. Another possibility is a flower box, underneath a potted plant, or under a seemingly useless trinket near the front door. The key could also be above the frame of the door, but the most common, and first for Mark to check, is the doorknob just to see if a key is even necessary. And wouldn’t you know it. It slides right open like a door owned by someone that saw no reason to protect his possessions, like someone never planning to return.
As Mark enters :(‘s house, he hears a car outside. He surmises that it must be the other Sebald rep and he just pops his head out the door and waves the guy on. This is a job that he feels he can handle himself. The house is relatively small, and from the look of the place it seems as if the guy kept his home in relatively good order. Now one might think that Mark would be worried about a nosy neighbor calling the police, or worse, taking the law into their own hands, like some neighborhood watch jerk-off with a pistol and a paranoid temperament, but Mark has learned that nosy neighbors are too far and in between for him to worry about, and even if someone did call the police, well, so what? Mark owns the city police. In fact he just left the station where he confiscated all surviving documentation from yesterday’s accident. All he had to do was hand out some large crisp bills to make a few guys forget that they ever saw a dead mime lying dead by Constitution Park and all is well with the law.
Mark walks down the entry hallway, scanning the place for anything out of the ordinary. Everything seems to be fairly conventional. There are a couple of harmless family portraits and knick-knacks lying on a small table next to the door. However, there is a small ceramic bowl on the table that looks to have a clown’s face painted inside. That might not be peculiar in any situation other than this one. Mark pulls a white nylon bag out of his coat, grabs the clown bowl and places it gently inside the bag.
As he continues down the hall, he comes to the living room. Again, it is a pretty conventional looking room: TV, bookcase, a few tables, stereo, family pictures. However, there are a few strange clown trinkets again, and one of those comedy/tragedy Greek masks hanging above the television. Once again, these would not be the least bit suspicious in any other home but in this particular situation everything needed to disappear.
September 19, 2006
Jim parks the car outside a large garage, a run-down place on the outskirts of town, worn paint decorates the cinder blocks that hold up the minimalist structure, and a fenced-in salvage yard hangs on to the rear of the building with its beautiful wreckage, its apocalyptic sculpture garden of jagged steel. There is a guy in the garage, half-hiding himself behind the hood of a car, a sleek machine, an old relic kept looking new with exactly the kind of attention being paid to it now. The car is clearly a collectible, a car that has been held onto simply for the sake of nostalgia, a car that has been purposefully held back in time, pushed and prodded into the stereotypical picture of its ideal model. The mechanic exposes himself completely from behind the car, and peers out at Jim and Billy through squinted eyes. As he approaches their car, Jim gets out and Billy follows soon after.
“What can I help you with?”
“We’re here to see a red Solaris. It was towed in here yesterday,” Jim says with a total absence of anxiety in his voice, unlike Billy, whose body is already shaking in anticipation of what they are will find in the salvage yard.
“Oh, yea.” The guy says and then hesitates for a second. There is an audible space in between his response and the recognition that we are probably family of the wreckage. He has witnessed this scene before, but has never grown accustomed to the discomfort it lays on him, and doesn’t expect that he ever will. He looks off into the wrecking yard in the back, squints again into the light of the sun as if he were waiting for something to happen out there in the distant nowhere.
“Yea, it came in yesterday,” he says as he turns back toward the garage and begins walking back to his baby, his car. Jim and Billy follow him through the garage. The smell of oil and gas permeates the premises, greasy hands and black smudge Marks cover everything except for the meticulously cared for classic that the mechanic has been working on. As they pass the car the machine looks at it as if he were admiring his own face in the shine of its metallic beauty. Billy sees the mechanic’s smile shine through the reflection in the driver’s side window. It is a smile of self-satisfaction, a quick reminder of the thing the mechanic is proud to have decorating his otherwise seedy little garage. Billy could smell the wax on the car, a fresh coat has recently been pressed and caressed into the cherry red paint, one more façade to hide the car’s imperfections, made up to look more than what it is for someone else’s benefit.
As the group reaches the door to the salvage yard in the back Billy looks back one last time at the past in the garage, and wonders how it is that a car like that outlived all the others, how even with care and meticulous maintenance it is still just an old car, begging for its time, wanting a different place, its purpose hesitated because of its seeming perfection, unmoving, dormant, being played with like some child’s toy. The car’s power is obviously waiting to explode. The whole garage felt like it were waiting to hear the gunning of that old car’s engine, but the demands on its showmanship outweighed the need to demonstrate its larger purpose.
Billy watches the car with a sad stillness as Jim and the mechanic begin to move out onto the lot. The mechanic points out into the crumpled desert of messy metal at the back corner of the lot, and Billy moves out toward Jim recognizing that they would both have to visit that mess, dig into it, look for something, anything to save them from the wrecked out life left in that car.
As they move closer to their dad’s dead car Billy hears a car door shutting inside the garage, and then the sputtering of an engine that is deciding not to start. It is the collectible in the garage, nothing more than a decorative effect, a mask on top of something dying, a silk dress on a diseased body. Billy turns his attentions back to Jim. He feels a sudden kinship with his brother. It is strange because he can’t really ever remember feeling a connection of any kind to Jim, other than maybe the slightest automatic familial connection to their shared past. All of a sudden Billy feels a real sense of guilt. He knows it is wrong to love Rachael, but for the moment there are larger issues to face, wrestle with, bigger hurts to set right.
Both Jim and Billy stand over the car, taking in the wreckage of the car. The front end is smashed so wholly that it is difficult to envision what it would have looked like just a few days earlier. What used to be a functional car is now just a useless piece of metal, glass, plastic, and rubber, a useless machine tangled up by tragedy. Without saying a word to one another, Jim and Billy slowly contort themselves carefully into the jagged maze of metal, an exercise of clear timidity to their searching, afraid of what they might discover. Billy has crawled through a space in the driver’s side window. Jim is searching through the passenger side, rummaging through some papers in the glove compartment. It is impossible to ignore the shards of glass on the carpet of the floor and the seats, accompanied by the scent of leaking car fluids and the silent smell of a life disturbed. Also, the smell of their father’s cologne still fills the beast of this cave, making memories meet the minds of these reluctant explorers. Billy feels around underneath the seats, feels a piece of paper. He pulls it out, peels himself from the car back to the outside world.
“Jim.”
”What?” Jim says from the inside of the car, not wanting to be disturbed.
“There’s a note.”
“A note,” Jim pops out of the car. “You mean ‘The note’?”
“Yea, I think so….Maybe.”
“Well, read it.”
“I think it’s a poem.”
“Wonderful, a mime and a poet. He is full of more surprises in death than he ever was in life.”
“It says, “Tears of a Clown”.”
“What?” Jim walks over to Billy and looks at the paper. “This isn’t a poem these are song lyrics from a Smokey Robinson song.”
“This is directed toward a woman, though. Who is he talking about, I wonder?
“Are you actually trying to prescribe meaning to this farce? I don’t even think this is a note. God knows why he would write it out, but I don’t think it’s a note.”
“I think you’re wrong.”
“This is stupid. I don’t even want to talk about this,” Jim says as he walks back over to the passenger side of the car to resume his paper shuffling.
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