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OLFACTORY:
We're so trendy we can't even escape ourselves.
--Kurt Cobain
Chapter 1—Unpredictable
My mother tells me to go to a psychic. I tell her she needs to see a psychiatrist. I mention to her that I’m unhappy with the way things are going. Sick of the fame, sick of the music, the world--all of it. I don’t feel like writing--forget about making--music. She says it’ll be good for me, to see what my future holds, so I go and appease her. I go partially because I want to make my crazy mother happy, and partly because I want to see what a self-proclaimed mystic has to say. I want to know if it’s possible to escape my own reality; the one I never intended on creating. I’m a man of science, but desperate time, you know. The rock and roll fantasy that follows me wherever I go like a lost dog has taken its fair share of bites out of my heels, and my ass. I’m ready to move on. I’m ready to become un-famous.
I go to the fortune teller and she tells me that my love life is going to improve as if it wasn’t the most cliché thing she could say at that moment. She looks into her crystal ball and finds out that a girl is going to come into my life and change the way I see things. Apparently she’s going to look me in the eyes and make me see what it was I was looking for.
Right.
I have no idea what this witch is talking about. I’m scientific. I follow logic and straight lines, and I’m trying to escape the harsh reality of a celebrity status I never wanted in the first place. I reduce things to the lowest common denominator. In most cases it’s the electron. There are smaller particles. I never studied quantum physics, though.
I pay her fifty bucks after listening to the predictions about the rest of my life; the prophecies about my money, my family, my pet cat. Everything this crazy, head-scarf-wearing, gold-hooped gypsy is telling me--complete bullshit.
“Don’t mind the mess, I spilled some cherries earlier,” the gypsy says as I eye up a small stain on the floor by the counter on my left.
That part was true. There was a mess. Who knows who made it, though.
I’m getting upset at the lies being told. Really upset. I’m crazy, thinking about the falsehoods being discharged into my ears, and into the ones of who knows how many unfortunate believers before and after me. She’s like the preacher on the mount. She’s turning water into wine for people, but no one’s allowed to drink it. She’s turning one fish into a million. People are still starving. It’s all bullshit.
Fake.
“Wait a minute,” she says. “I know you from somewhere, don’t I?”
“No. No you don’t. We’ve never met before today.”
She says, “Yeah, my son listens to you all the time.” She says, tapping her long finger nail on the table, “You’re that Johnny-guy, aren’t you?”
Some psychic.
“Johnny who,” I say. “Johnny Smith? Johnny Appleseed? John Lennon?” I’m getting upset. My temper’s flaring and I do not want to hear that a strange, old gypsy recognizes me from one of her son’s CD covers. I never suspected that a crooked-nosed sage like herself would have any clue who I was, especially since she makes money by predicting futures--making shit up.
“No. None of those other fellows.” The witch says looking up toward the hanging plants in her kitchen above the sink.
“Then who? If you can tell the future, you sure as shit should be able to tell me my fucking name?” I abandoned all reverent language and became increasingly hostile to this predictor, this fortune-telling whore.
“That’s it!” She says like she surprised herself by remembering a fact. “You’re that guy that fell off the stage onto an admirer, a fan, right?” Without waiting for an answer she says, “Yeah, you’re the guy who got his ass stuck on some other guy’s hand. His hand up your, well, behind, right?” She says it bashfully like she never curses and almost did. She’s looking at me now, looking at her with fire in my eyes. “You’re Johnny Cocaine, the singer. The guitar player. The grunge hero. Well, according to my son you are, I absolutely detest that electric guitary-stuff. Too loud.”
I realize that no matter what I do, or where I go in the world, someone somewhere will recognize me. They’ll see me as a star, as a joke, as something they want to be or someone they don’t. They’ll always see me. In their crystal balls, in their newspapers, on TV--they’ll see me. They’ll see Johnny Cocaine, the singer, the song-writer, the ass-impaler, and I’ll never escape it. Ever.
I look at the heavy, light-refracting, glowing ball in front of me, in front of the quack. The imposter. It’s in the middle of our hands, which are both sitting on the table resting in front of us. The clairvoyant keeps shaking her head like she’s just discovered some important lie, and can’t believe it.
“Johnny Cocaine, huh? Who’d believe it?”
Everyone.
“Too bad my son isn’t here right now. He’d love to meet you.”
I don’t want to meet him.
With a swift upward movement, like you see in martial arts movies with the actors attached to wires, I jump up off my chair and palm the gypsy’s looking-glass in my hands. I lift it to the ceiling then bring it down, right in between the top of her head and the middle of her nose. I crush them. The skull and the nose smashed with a devastating blow. I think of a poor, innocent squirrel, having its skull broken by a projectile. I don’t feel saddened, though. This time I feel dreamier, more surreal. Not guilty.
The lady’s nose is more crooked and flatter than before. Dark ruby fluid spurts onto my face and hands as her head and shoulders fall forward onto the dragonfly card, the black night card. The demon with seven heads. I’m breathing hard. My heart: beating like a drum. Sweat mixed with blood slides down the sides of my face onto the red cloth covering the round table. Red on top of red forming black.
A crime of passion confirms the bullshit spewed to me moments before; how did she fail to predict this?
I move to the door, the fifty in the palm of the palm-reader. I notice a cat, which wasn’t there before, licking a small patch of something sticky and red. Looking up, an opened jar of maraschino cherries sits on the counter, juice running down the sides of the glass turning the nutrition label transparent.
I wave goodbye to the fortune teller whose eyes are still open, her hands encircling the ball that betrayed her. The cat looks up from the sticky stain on the floor then jumps onto the table, into the gypsy’s arms. It begins to lick its owner’s blood, craving a salty snack instead of a sweet one. I feel like that sometimes. I let the force of my arm swing the witch’s heavy oak door until I hear the obvious click of the knob meeting the jam of the wall.
* * * * *
Chapter 2—Lost Innocence
A friend of mine, his mother and younger sister had invited me along for a summer holiday at their cabin. It was a regular outdoorsy place with a couple of bedrooms, a bathroom and a kitchen. The place was old, had some flowery wallpaper from the sixties, and a smell that reminded me of an old travel trunk that had never been opened: sitting, collecting dust, becoming staler by the day. My friend and I weren’t concerned with the facets of the interior; we had a giant playground seemingly made just for us waiting only a few footsteps away.
Most of the time, we’d spend our days fishing from the dock or exploring different corners of the magnificent kingdom-forest that surrounded us. Sometimes I’d watch my friend Denny torment his little sister to a point where she’d cry, which was his intended effect. I on the other hand never liked or understood such mindless acts. Instilling distress in people--on purpose--seemed cruel and unusual, even if a little sister was the recipient. I’d frequently console the young girl with just enough frankness so as to not solicit unwanted jeers from Denny.
This detailed day, which will never wash from my mind, has entered my life.
Denny found in the storage shed in the backyard, an old, half-rusted Y-shaped handle with a thick, sun-cracked piece of rubber going across the top. A soft, well-used piece of leather in the middle of the stretchy material was waiting to be filled with some sort of ammunition. It was a slingshot. I’d never seen one before. Being a reserved city boy with parents that valued education over all else I was genuinely intrigued by the potential of this primeval weapon.
We set up empty beer cans on the wood pile not far from our agreed shooting spot. Denny picked up a suitable rock for ammunition and placed it inside the worn-out leather holster, pinching it between the thumb and index finger of his left hand. His other hand held the base of the Y shaped shooter tightly; his arm straightened out and pointed toward one of the aluminum cans. One of his eyes closed, taking aim while simultaneously pulling back on the leather held tightly between his fingers. For a moment he looked like a professional archer, poised and breathing slowly. His breath was held just before his fingers released the leather vessel, sending the stone flying with impressive speed; its velocity ended on the pile of wood mere millimetres from the intended target.
“Aw, shit,” he said, obviously disappointed.
“Oh, man that was close,” I said with encouraging energy.
Denny retorts, “close only counts in cigars and horseshoes; don’t you know that?”
“Yeah, well, lemme try that thing.”
Denny handed me the weapon and I gripped it tightly. Too tightly, because my fingers were white from the pushed out blood the uncomfortable clutch resulted in. Anxiety came over me when I realized the potential of this simple contraption, feeling like the son of a hunter being offered his first rifle. It felt smooth and ergonomic, tempting me every second. I wanted to realize its impending possibility for myself at this very moment.
“Here! Use this one,” Denny exclaimed confidently, handing me a smooth rock. It’s a perfect fit for the leather receptacle.
I loaded the pebble and pulled back on the flexible trigger, setting aim on one of the closer beer cans.
My heart was beating hard and fast.
I squinted one of my eyes to form crosshairs and held my breath before squeezing the trigger.
I missed completely.
Not only did I miss the can, but I missed the entire pile of wood that the cans were sitting on. Denny laughed an indisputable, authentic belly laugh and proceeded to poke fun at my shortcomings.
I said, “I hafta try that again,” eagerly trying to make up for my embarrassing first attempt.
Denny and I spent the remainder of the afternoon shooting and playing with our new found toy. Denny fast proved to be a much better shot than I, hitting targets like a marksman. My skill was much less, hitting only the odd tree trunk by luck.
Being lucky is not what happened next.
It was my turn to shoot and I prepared the slingshot with care. I found a perfectly sized, shapely rock that felt at ease within the leather restraints of the sling-shot. As customary, I pulled back on the rubber trigger and took aim at the base of a tree trunk, which was sitting behind a wood pile further than my skill level should warrant success. I went through the usual preparations: breathing slowly, steady hands, squinted eyes.
My heart was beating hard and fast.
Just as I was about to release the projectile from between my fingers Denny said, “Hey, look on top of the wood pile; it’s a squirrel. I bet you can’t hit it. You could never hit it. I don’t think you’ll even hit the tree.”
He said it with arrogance. He didn’t yet have the decency or tact to be modest.
I spoke louder than usual, “I bet I can!” in a defensive tone.
“Do it then.”
“Watch me.”
I shifted my gaze to the mini mammal propped on top of the pile of wood, which was munching on a tree-nut. While taking aim, doubt and restraint eclipsed my mind. The first thing I thought was: you’ll never hit it.
The second? I don’t want to.
I grew up with a medical doctor for a father and a trophy wife for a mother who did not take me hunting. I always had pets: turtles, fish, cats and dogs. I loved them, never once having an interest in taking the life of anything, ever.
I steadied my gaze and emptied my mind of any distractions. Everything was quiet when I released the small stone from its constraints. It flew with great speed, and to mine and Denny’s surprise, incredible accuracy.
Before we could process what happened the squirrel that was calmly minding its own business was out of sight, chirping a high pitched chatter that reeked of pain and suffering.
“Ha! You got it! You got it!” Denny hopped up and down.
My heart sank.
Never once had I ever intended to hurt another living creature, never mind done it. Now, hearing the high pitched wails of an animal that’s been fatally wounded, it was reality. We walked over to the pile of wood that had become a murder scene. The whole time I thought to myself how I wished this innocent bystander would be fine that it was only cheeping echoes of anger instead of death.
We moved closer to investigate.
Peering behind the main stack of chopped lumber we found laying on its side, with one eye popping out of its head like an over-filled balloon, the victim. The tiny animal was stunned, paralyzed from the pellet that forcefully rocked its world. Blood trickled down the side of its tan fur and its front paws stayed limp while one of the back ones twitched irregularly, indicating head trauma.
My dad had explained to me once before that the human brain will go into a state of disarray, firing chaotic biochemicals through its synapses if significant force is applied to the skull. Whether it’s a pebble connecting with a squirrel’s skull or a hard piece of concrete making contact with the head of a helmetless biker, the result is usually the same--blunt force head trauma. The brain will come into contact with the bones of the skull damaging vital tissues and nerves causing the rapid, panicky firing of neurons. The twitchiness one observes when dealing with said traumas is the consequence.
This explains why the blameless mammal’s leg was behaving the way it was.
“Ho-oh, shit.” Denny said with awe and a hint of fear. He looked at me surprised then quickly dismissed himself as having no part of the accident.
“You have to do something. Get rid of it before my mom finds out.” He said with harsh, impersonal feelings toward the dying animal.
I was unsure of what to do, but knew that I couldn’t leave the helpless creature to die a slow and painful death. The noises coming from its tiny mouth were much bigger than their origins, stabbing into my ear drums with intensity similar to police sirens next to my face.
I reacted and decided to move the weakening being. I picked up the chopped log with the twitching, cheeping squirrel that was still bug-eyed from the devastation of the stone, and changed its life forever.
I moved the grim scene over the road that passed through the back of the cabin, which separated it from a forested area behind it. Working sporadically, all I could think of was the pain and suffering that the accidentally wounded was feeling. I couldn’t let it suffer anymore and throwing it away into the forest with the rest of nature seemed barbaric being dismissed as an option as fast as it came on.
I moved down the slight hill that leads to the forest floor near the road. My emotions were still a mixing pot of fear and guilt with a painful example of mortality resting in my hands.
Chirping.
Gasping.
I had to find some way to end the squirrel’s misery, fast. I considered crushing its head with the open coffin that it was resting on, but I couldn’t do it. I spotted a shallow pool of water in a small area where the land was dipped.
By this time, my compassion for the animal had erupted and tears of sadness and remorse flowed from me. I stepped into the small bog below. The dying squirrel was chirping less frequently, and the blood that was running had coagulated around the small animal’s face. Tipping the piece of wood over, the near-dead slipped into the shallow pool that would become its grave. I found myself thinking if I held it down under the water that the suffering would soon end.
I was wrong.
For what seemed like an eternity, I held it under the surface with my foot on top of the log on top of the squirrel.
Crying and intense, I pulled my foot off the log and lifted the wood off of what I hoped at this point would be a lifeless being. Its suffering ended.
Peering down at the animal’s face the worst consequence imaginable was seen. The squirrel was soaked so that its previously fluffy coat was now a thin death shroud. Its mouth: gasping for air, trying desperately to pull in minute amounts of life-giving oxygen.
Its brain ceased the chaos of twitching receptors now directing resources to the respiratory system that was being polluted with bog water. Shocked, more frightened and feeling guiltier than before, I flipped the log back onto the drowning squirrel and stepped onto it, this time with more force and even more emotion.
Tears were streaming down my face. My mind raced with images of torture chambers and other medieval methods. My initial plan to liberate my accidental shooting from its agonizing death had transformed into a more severe form of punishment for the wounded creature.
Drowning is a fear that many, including myself possess. It, along with burning alive would probably be one of the most untimely, excruciating deaths.
This is how I chose to release the squirrel from its misery?
I tried to think calming thoughts while my foot rested on the grave of the catastrophe beneath me. I tried to think of ways to justify my actions and repeated to myself that I was only trying to help, not harm this animal. My tear ducts were out of salty water, my spirit was snuffed out. The only thing I could hope for was that the suffering would be over soon.
Bit by bit I removed my foot from the log, the log from the squirrel. I panned down to the horror show seeing a quiet, inanimate shell of a being, which squeezed the flow of liquid back down my face.
It was over.
The small mammal had moved onto its other life, free from the pain and suffering that was unintentionally inflicted upon it, leaving me with an empty, broken sensation pitted in my tight stomach.
I looked back and Denny was staring at me confused and eager to move on, like he’d seen something as unfaltering as a butcher preparing meat for purchase.
“C’mon,” he said. “Let’s go swimming. It’s super hot out.”
And with that, I followed him up to the top of the sloped hill and back into the yard toward the lakeside.
For the rest of that holiday, I remained silent and depressed. I felt as though I had committed a terrible crime and that I should turn myself in to the appropriate authorities. I thought about going to the Conservation office building and telling someone there what had happened, but I was afraid.
An accident is what they’d say; my mother having a hard time keeping a straight face, my dad’s eyes showing pity, sharing my guilt.
As a young boy, the squirrel event illustrated to me that even the most premeditated of people can respond with harsh consequences; thoughts turned into words, melting into action.
The squirrel has stayed with me, although dimmed after some twenty years; it still echoes memories once in awhile. I know what happened wouldn’t be significant to most people, but neither is the death of an animal or human being to someone that murders for sport. Some people think about their whatever-calibre rifles, their shiny new bullets, then act.
React.
An accidental execution revealed my most human characteristics: facets that respect the world unconsciously with unclear motives. It was a moment that proved my existence as an imperfect person who sometimes just reacts. I had what alcoholics and drug addicts call a moment of clarity.
* * * * *
Chapter 3—Johnny’s --ARK
People have a hard time being self satisfied. They infest each other’s lives with judgment, trying to measure up to everyone else, never themselves. They’re self-consciously scanning others the same way they do to the broken stars in Hollywood magazines. They’re watching television programs with unfortunates playing lead roles, finding all the imperfections, comparing these faults to their own. They count up the totals, skewing the data so that theirs is better. Ego boosts. Shots of confidence. Delusions of superiority.
People should mind their own business.
Imagine you’ve been pulled out of a deep sleep and have been told that someone close to you is dying: you’re tired, confused, upset--unstable.
This is how I feel.
I had to get away after snapping on the fortune teller; not only because I’m a murderer, and her grunge-loving son would soon walk into his own personal horror show and report the scene, but also because I needed to get away from everything.
Feelings not dissimilar to the ones found after driving all night, stopping at an unfamiliar gas station to fill in the voids: your gas tank, your stomach. When you step out of the old Volvo people are staring, like you’re the antichrist.
I’m living this. I’m tired. It’s been six days on the road. I feel the same way I felt when my band was touring: on a bus, pulled up at a rest stop somewhere, except no one was dying. Not yet. I’m in unfamiliar territory. I’m still getting clean, sober, so I’m unstable and irritated. I just want to disappear from the earth, blend in with the crowds.
My eyes are bloodshot, like I’ve been shooting heroin for the last five years. I had been, but I’m clean now. Well, as clean as an ex-grunge-playing-junkie can get. I look around and an interested man is staring at me, ridicule covering his face. He begins to snicker.
I mutter, “Fuck.”
I look down and find the nozzle of my gas pump pissing yellow-brown fluid all over the ground and my shoes. The onlooker gives me a menacing grin. He shakes his young, fat face while beginning to laugh, pointing to his friends who are smoking cigarettes by the entrance to the store so they too can get a look at the strange visitor watering the concrete with gasoline.
“Look! It’s Johnny Cocaine! Holy shit!” The fat face yells.
This is the type of thing I wanted to leave, what I wanted to escape. I’m trying.
Even though I’ve stopped the flow of fuel now, they’re all laughing hard, which makes me uncomfortable.
You know, the type of uncomfortable you feel when you’re talking to someone and they aren’t saying anything. You can’t tell what they’re thinking.
I’m that kind of uncomfortable.
Not uncomfortable like you just bought a new pair of stiff jeans.
More like the feeling you get when you walk into a family barbeque with your favourite blonde treat of the week, vomit on your eel skin shoes and a tear in your expensive navy blue suit. You realize after a couple high-fives and an inquiry for narcotics that the party you’ve so charmingly entered is the birthday celebration of some daughter whose father is now right in your face. His breath smells like scotch and vanilla cake.
That uncomfortable.
I barely remember that but it reminds me of the person I’m trying to put away, trying to leave behind. My friends never let me forget it.
Anyone who knows me can tell you that it takes a lot for me to feel this way because I know that everyone is fundamentally the same. They’re feeling just like me most of the time. I learned that if I don’t think the way they do then I can be comfortable while they rot in their sweat-stained shirts with their chest-bulging, palpitating hearts.
Normally I would’ve looked the other way, but in my current sleep-deprived state with caffeine and nicotine running thick through my veins, I guess I just reacted.
I look over at the guy. Still laughing, now joined by two of his friends. They’re all laughing at the same pitch, which, if it wasn’t for their diverse type of hysteria, I wouldn’t be able to tell that it was three instead of one.
The gas nozzle is gripped tightly in my hand. A bead of sweat trickles down from my humid hair toward my eye, takes a quick detour, and travels the rest of the way down my cheek. It rides my four-day beard finally dropping off the bottom of my chin, mixing with the fresh gasoline on the ground. The world has gone silent and all I hear is my heart beating like a hammer.
Looking around the parking lot of the gas station I see five cars. One of them is a mini-van with a family of four getting ready to leave to wherever it is classic families of four like that go. Another one is an old Town car with a little old lady who’s struggling to lift herself into the enormous car.
Something grabs my attention.
An old Mazda--red. It looks older than it probably is. It looks like a car I used to have, like the vehicle of someone that doesn’t care what they drive. It’s a vehicle for necessity.
It turns so I can see the interior. I can clearly make out who’s inside: a gorgeous female with long black hair, bright green eyes; the kind of green that shines in the light. Green like the emerald Buddha in Bangkok when sun-rays move through the green sculpture. It’s actually made from jade--fake, like those different coloured contacts that turn brown eyes green or green eyes blue. When the sun shines into her eyes they glow. Her eyes look that green.
I momentarily forget where and who I am until a quick left turn puts the beautiful stranger on the road somewhere, placed in the back of my mind.
The other two vehicles are empty.
The three young men’s’ torments seem to have disappeared into the air with the rest of the sounds. The family of four and the little old lady have left. I steal a glance inside the gas station. I see no one.
With an unconscious flick of my wrist, the gas pump is switched back to the ON position and out comes the vintage, platinum, wick and flint lighter that my mother gave me after my grandfather died. I point the streaming combustible liquid at the cause of my discomfort.
Lighting the lighter, and before anyone even knows what’s going on, I begin to shoot huge flames of fiery hell onto the laughing assholes in front of me. At first I don’t think much of the suffering I’m inflicting until I actually realize what it is I’m doing.
Then I really start to enjoy it.
I stun them all, starting their clothes and hair on fire with a smooth, swift wave of my arm.
Panic sets in. The flame-covered bodies start to move in circles, frantically waving their arms trying to extinguish the flames, which are engulfing them. I flip the gas switch off and drop the nozzle. I move toward the first guy I see trying to go somewhere.
Where? I don’t really know. He’s on fire. The flaming man trips and falls to the ground. Unfortunately for him, he’s the first one that my feet and fists come in contact with.
I catch up, and from behind, give a nice hard kick to his ribs, hard enough that my boots cause the bastard to roll and tumble on the pavement. His burning flesh is stinking up the air around me when I start to kick him with full, solid swings of my leg. The first blow hits him square in the nose. I can feel it shatter and squish into his face. Blood begins to pour out his nostrils like an intravenous blood bag that someone poked two roofing nails through. His screams make me want to stuff his mouth full of boot. Shut him up. That’s what I do next.
The man is screaming loud and long, which makes my next action all the easier. His mouth is open wide enough, for a long enough time that I’m able to fully wind up and swing my foot directly inside.
The sound that follows is like throwing a ball of raw bread dough on a tile floor. It penetrates my ears.
I feel every tooth in his mouth bend and rip from his gums like trees being ripped from their roots during a powerful avalanche. I leave my foot inside for a few seconds before pulling it out, breathing deeply and enjoying the rush of euphoria that is circulating heavily through my veins.
Upon removal, I first notice the broken teeth and blood that are covering my boots. The silence of the disjointed hyena catches my attention. He isn’t laughing anymore. He isn’t smiling, pointing or calling his friends to join in either. He’s lying half-cocked on the oil-stained ground with charred skin, a broken nose, and a mouth full of smashed teeth. His eyes are still open. The smell of burnt hair and flesh is nauseating, but in a good way. Like when you take a high dose of opiates and you’re waiting for the rush of euphoria to fill every neuronal gap in your brain. Like you could puke any second, but you know you’ll feel fine soon, so you hold it in and before long all the sickness is behind you, leaving only the exhilaration of the drug.
He’s dead now.
I turn and head toward one of the others. The man is writhing in pain with smoke coming off his clothes. Bloody, burned patches of skin are showing where bits of cotton shirt or denim have burned away. I can hear him yelling something, but I still can’t hear much else other than my heart, which is beating like a drum.
I’m standing over him now, looking down at a person that looked very different only moments ago, and I begin to feel something inside me that I have only felt a couple times before.
A feeling similar to the one you get as a child when you successfully trap a cat underneath a clothes basket or when you’re fishing and a rainbow trout swallows your hook. You reel it in, get it in the boat then bash its head in with the fish bat you got for Christmas the year before. Powerful.
The feeling of pure power and control is pulsating through my rigid body as I look down at the burned mess underneath me. If I come down hard with the heel of one of my boots in the center of his forehead, I’ll break his skull. Enough damage to have bone shards pierce his grey matter and push deep into his frontal lobes. The scalpel-like sections of skull, slice-destroying the area responsible for motor skills, will guarantee death.
My dad used to read me bedtime stories that weren’t your typical nursery rhymes. He would use his vast knowledge of the human body and clinical experience to tell us different ways he has seen life disappear in little more than an instant.
Like the way people stop breathing if hit at just the right angle in the center of the neck with a quick chop of the hand. The Adams Apple will break so that a piece of cartilage will move and block the passageway of air from mouth to lungs. The brain will be deprived of its precious oxygen. It will turn off, shutting down the rest of the body.
I lift my leg above the first example of near instant death, and come down hard with the heel of my heavy boot. A perfect hit.
I hear the skull break and see the tell-tale sign of irreparable damage--the blood running down the sides of his face like tears from a child that scraped its knee. This lets me know that the pre-frontal cortex has been punctured, rendering the frontal lobes useless, which will shut down the rest of the body soon.
Specimen number two has seen what I just did and is whimpering like a new puppy taken from its mother left to sleep in the dark by itself.
He’s trying to get to his feet, but the burns covering his body are so bad that pieces of skin are sticking to the ground and he’s unable to move any more than a few centimetres. To be sure of this, I kick his ribs and hear the quiet symphony of cracking bones, which forces him onto his back. Taking one last look, I raise my leg. I hold it there for a second, looking at the burned, bloody head beneath me.
I think again of the times I used to go fishing with my grandfather when he’d make me bash in the skull of a fish to get it to stop moving. I didn’t want to do it, but he kept calling me a little girl, or threatened to push me out of the boat and make me swim back to the shore.
I was eight.
With one, silky motion I bring my whole body down on the heel. It lands directly in the middle of the melted man’s forehead, splitting the burnt, marshmallow-looking cranium. The same result as the first is observed.
I was never unsure of what was going to happen; my dad always said you have to be able to repeat an experiment in order to prove that it’s a valid one. This was no experiment, but it had all the sound methods of science to back up the results--two crushed skulls, and ripped frontal lobes.
I take in the grim scene that resulted from the previous moments’ tyranny. The stage is set with a dark background from the night sky. The air is silent, except for the odd cricket--ignorant of the murderous events--chirping as crickets do. Lights from the pump stalls are shining down brightly on the main cast members.
A feeling of celebrity comes over me.
The three dead men are lying limp on the concrete. All are on their backs. All are dead in the spotlight like Shakespearean actors that just played out the final act in a horrible tragedy. I look over at the store and wonder. Where is the lonely part-time employee that may have been witness to this grotesque scene? I walk toward the first of my smoky fatalities and see that one of them is wearing a red and black polo shirt with a piece of plastic melted to the skin of his chest. I bend down to inspect the liquefied, then hardened chunk, which to my surprise has the letters: A-R-K etched in black on a gold background. Looking up at the man’s face, I crack a smile like a sinister child that just ate the last cookie in the jar and say out loud, “Well, Mark, you’ve just made my life a whole lot easier; I forgot my wallet in the car.” I’m smiling, “Oh, and I’m terribly sorry about your disagreeable sense of humour. I’m not who you thought I was. Not anymore.”
* * * * *
Chapter 4—“The Freak”
I had a fairly normal childhood, or at least as normal as someone with my family could have. I grew up in a large city in a large house that had a large dog--I prefer cats. My dad’s a small man, and he practiced medicine at High Hopes Hospital in my hometown, which is also small. He’s the genetic reason for my appreciation of all things life-science. My mother and father married before my sister was born during what old-timers call a shot-gun wedding.
They’d met in university when my dad was a young med student, and my mom was a young, externally beautiful gold digger. She had never majored in anything but everyone knew who she was in the professional colleges. She’s the type of woman that thinks good looks trump hard work. Sometimes they do.
When she was growing up, her parents always told her how beautiful she was and how she was going to be successful by fanning her palm tree eyelashes toward any man. She was deluded at an early age, usually getting whatever she wanted.
I’m sure she wanted more from life; she had to.
My dad however, had life in perspective for as long as I can remember. He grew up in a small town on the outskirts of a major city with one sister--a family of four. His mother died at an early age, which put his sister into a mental hospital; he visits her now and then. His dad was a doctor, and as was customary, he became one too.
I don’t know much about my grandparents. They were all dead by the time I was born. Pictures reveal that my dad looks a lot how my grandfather did. They were both small men with medical educations. Serious, with kind faces. They both had the same nose, large and prominent. Not as large as the counterfeit breasts a woman that strips for money has, but just as famous.
My mother would always tell me how much of a geek my father was during his university days. Other girls called him The Freak--Mom would never admit it. His nose is shaped, such that it’s quite easy to see the giant head of a circumcised penis.
The ladies loved it.
At first, the attention my dad received was due to his scholarly merit. His honours and achievements were only noticed so far as the prospective pay check, which the schoolgirls made obvious with their ignorance toward anything as meaningful and life-saving as medical science.
“Oh my god! So you’re, like, gonna be a doctor?” The gold-diggers would say. “So, like, could you, like, save my life, if you wanted too?” The attention was unintelligent and annoying, but it was attention anyway.
The Freak was born and kindled after one specific incident. In my father’s special way, the tale was functional; being one of the first pieces of advice he gave to me with regard to my quandaries about women.
I was ten, working out my anguish from a freshly torn out heart, when my father told me a story.
“Women are trouble,” he says. “The sooner you learn that you can’t live with ‘em or without ‘em, the better. They’re the world’s greatest paradox, my son.”
I don’t understand the logic, and can’t see the relevance of the story, but it’s my father’s and I listen.
In his first year of medical school, my father began to relax; experience and enjoy all that an expensive education had to offer. He got smart to the come-ons from his fan club of Uni-girls, which were anywhere between twenty-one and twenty-seven. They were relentless, so he gave them what any intelligent, hot blooded new med student could offer.
He fucked them.
They loved it.
It’s your typical scene: meet at a house; drink till puking; clean up with toothpaste and warm water--an instant mouthwash. Move like a young baby through an obstacle course. Stumble into the dark, unfamiliar room where said new “friend” has already passed out.
None of these unrefined nuances matter to my father who grew up in high society, and he took the opportunity to try what he’s been so nervous about doing up until this alcohol-numbed moment.
He lay beside the flirtatious, sexy, brown-haired beauty for a few minutes and steadied the tornado that circled above his head. Satisfied with his state of nausea, he awkwardly kissed her on the neck, down toward her collarbone peeking out from under her trendy top. She made a couple of quiet grunts, and parted her lips forming a tired smile. This is all it took for my father to be ready to try anything.
He’d had girlfriends in the past. Never anything serious though, and he’d certainly never done what he was about to do.
After some warming-up like kissing, dry-humping, over clothes groping--the usual--my father’s bedroom friend was panting and well lubricated. Multiple shots of vodka were given sixty percent of the credit. My dad pulled off what remained of her underwear and threw them in a miniature mound by the side of the bed. He kissed her breasts, stopping at her nipples long enough to get a reaction, and an erection. He moved down her youthful, firm stomach until he was just below her belly button, pausing for a moment to get his nerves back to a confident state, to allow his mind and body to function together. He took a deep breath of sweat and alcohol saturated air then moved further down, engulfing her clitoris.
He’s sucking and licking.
She’s moaning and groaning.
Both are enjoying themselves like a good one-night-stand provides. They’ve never been lovers before, and their passion for each other quakes with the newness of the situation. My dad shifted positions to allow his flicking tongue to tickle her perineum--the skin between her vagina and anus. She loved it, and started to grind her hips harder and with greater intensity than before. My father took this as a good sign, continuing his processes until he made an observation, an inspection like the scientist he was. This moment would change his name from Gerald G. Cochrane to The Freak until his days in medical school were over.
While he was poking and licking her naughtiest of dirty parts, my father realized that he was becoming uncomfortable. The position of both anatomies forced him to cock his neck in such a way that caused a twinge. He had to shift his pose.
The pain of a crooked neck and the laziness of a drunken nervous system were responsible for his soon to be designation.
As his head moved forward to release the tension on the muscles holding it up, he clumsily allowed his uniquely shaped nose to fall hard and deep into his gasping girlfriend. Her moans were clear to anyone that she was not embarrassed by the unique situation. Her vocalization of “harder” and “faster” solidified his opinion of the situation and he pressed his face deeper inside. All the while his tongue was lashing at the sensitive muscle tissues that were contracting and dilating in euphoric complex. He moved his nose in and out of the skin that makes up a woman’s sexual rose. It felt good to him knowing that it felt good for her, persisting until her grinding hips moved faster and stronger.
Her hands gripped the back of my father’s head pulling his useful face into her pushing, soaked vagina, signalling she was about to cum. My father continued to do what was evidently right, moving with her body in tandem. Her desire came to symphonic release as her body put out the fire in her pussy. A flow of tropical proportion came out of her like the downpours of Thailand in May.
It was finished. My father, with a gigantic grin on his face and a sexual solution dripping from his chin, lifted his head up from the white water of her nether region and made his way to the bathroom.
“I’m sorry,” he said, sincerely apologetic. “I really have to blow my nose.”
The woman winked in the beam of light that entered the room and said in a sexy, I’m-not-finished-with-you-yet tone, “Hurry back, Freak.”
That was how my father decided to console me. With a story that has his fibres intertwined through the very soul of it. He’s the type of man that has an answer for everything, even if it isn’t an obvious one.
He told me this particular tale when I was feeling down with the catastrophes that come from realizing that people--girls specifically--were heartless. My mind was made up with elementary reasoning: she likes my friend; I’m not big enough, strong enough or handsome enough. My father turned the situation around by using his not so ordinary parenting skills and gifted story telling. The only problems: I was ten and inherited my mother’s nose.
* * * * *
Chapter 5—Grandpa’s Dead
My father had many talents. One of the most impressive being that he was able to tell what was wrong with people by only glimpsing at them.
This was especially true when his family was the concerning faction.
It was midmorning and I was coming out of the bathroom. I was younger, around twelve, and my father turned and looked at me from his large chair in the common room and told me to take some vitamins.
Just like that.
A fleeting glance and an imperative. I didn’t pay any attention to the request thinking it was just another one of those parental power trips. Besides, I was at the age where getting sick didn’t mean much. Paying no attention or just not caring was typical.
I got sick.
I didn’t have an obvious sickness of any kind. Not fifteen hours on the toilet, alternating between liquid defecation and projectile vomiting kind of sick, just the hidden genesis of a viral infection. The sniffles.
Something that no one, not even most diagnosticians would be able to spot until the evidence of a running nose and sand-coated throat gave it away.
He was right.
Before I even knew I was sick he’d tell me to drink some fluids or get more sleep. He would say to me to eat some fruit, like an orange or some other excellent source of vitamin C.
He was right every time.
He was a great doctor, a good father and a tolerant husband.
Most of the time my parents spent together was around other people. I can’t actually remember a time when it was just the two of them, or seeing them act even slightly interested in each other. Except when we had visitors or we were at some kind of party or another. But it wasn’t like they didn’t love each other. They stayed together until my sister and I were raised properly, out of the house. Then my dad finally left. It’s a memory in my mind so clear that it still feels surreal.
Fake.
Like the first time I went to the funeral of one of my relatives, old enough to understand what death was all about.
I was dressed up in clothes that are only worn on days like that one, pressed and ready to go for the day’s performance.
My shoes were tight, uncomfortable because I only wore them on talent night to perform the sad, sombre role that everyone else had been practicing for years. The atmosphere and how I feel are the same. Like a reoccurring dream it’s dark, damp, and bizarre.
The surroundings were wet from rain and tears running down the faces of all the aunts and uncles who I’d never met. Strange faces in a stranger environment, wearing strange clothes are all performing their tragic little hearts out.
The sandwiches were good though.
A buffet table of meats and cheeses and pickles surrounded the sad scene like an audience encircling center stage. In the middle--grandpa. Dead at 76. Pale-faced and blue-lipped. The same smug smile that was planted on his face for the last fifteen years of his life is now permanently etched into his immobile, dehydrated face. The morticians had sucked out whatever remaining heart there was and prepared his corpse with stage makeup, readying him for the events to follow.
The whole time I sat by my mother’s side, offering support, playing along. With a fresh ham and Swiss in each hand, I surveyed the roles artfully displayed, imagining if the people actually felt how they looked or if they were simply acting. It felt like a hallucination, uncanny.
Indeed, my father had many talents, like being able to save lives and preserve his own. Disappearing during times of death was not uncommon. Actually, it was more commonplace than most people realized. He was so good at it that sometimes the people he was hiding from didn’t even know he wasn’t around.
He had a different view of life and death and all of the philosophies that followed. He also played by his own rules, which made him who he was: a very busy man with a career in medicine, a wife and a family, all of which demanded a lot and demanded it automatically. I suppose he grew tired of the repetition, and knew that the death of my grandfather would affect my mother in ways that were unbearable just thinking of them. And using one of his many magic wands he left, disappearing from my life, out the doors, away from the roast beef sandwiches, away from us.
I couldn’t face my friends. I viewed all of them how I used to view myself--normal. I was like everyone else, which was comfortable and I liked that. When my father left, that part of my life was shattered like a broken mirror on the floor. Its reflection was impossible to make out. My previous identity broken, gone.
* * * * *
Chapter 6—Suicide, Accident, Murder
After the parking lot in the gas station I’m jumpy and hurried. I keep driving. I have no idea where I’m going to go. I don’t care. I’m too wound up to think. All I do is keep my foot pressed hard on the accelerator, my eyes looking straight ahead of me. My palms are sweaty; I have to readjust my hands on the steering wheel every few seconds. My heart’s beating. A steady rhythm that sounds like the hard dance music played during all night rave-parties.
I feel like I’ve just taken two, double pressed, blue-devil ecstasy pills. I’m waiting for the onset of euphoria. I have ants in my pants, sitting excitedly like a ten-year old on Christmas Eve waiting for a fat man with presents to slide down the chimney.
It hits me.
A full tidal wave of serotonin and dopamine floods my neuronal synapses, tickling every crevice of my cellular self.
It feels amazing.
I forget about my heart rate and try to focus on this feeling of pleasure. I roll down the window and let the cool breeze blow over my face, feeling the fresh wind tickle my body. It’s making the hairs on my arms stand straight up. I smell the fields of wheat, flax and rapeseed that take me back to a previous time.
My lips begin to divide. Teeth begin to show. Eyes squint softly. All result in the familiar symbol of genuine happiness. It’s what the Christians would call a “Parting of the Red Sea” moment, where people are free to journey to the holy-land through a majestic, parted mass. Just like that, except this is real. My mind is freed by the simple human act.
I smile stridently.
Taking a hold of whatever understanding I can clutch from my current situation, I ponder all the possible outcomes of my prior actions. I think about where I should go, if the police already know who or where I am. All of these questions and more are swirling around my brain like the cows in The Wizard of Oz’s witch-induced whirlwind.
I glance around at my surroundings and see a small valley approaching. There’s a river that winds around it. Like a snake winding around a rock in its path, trees thick and full like a developed female with freshly curled hair. It doesn’t look like anyone lives in the hilly landscape or anywhere near it. The last hour of unaccompanied driving is all I have to go on. All I’ve seen so far are fields spotted with odd clumps of birch and pine trees. I decide it’s probably best to ditch the car. I drove past a tall bridge over a narrow valley twenty kilometres back, so I decide to back track and execute a plan that’s still in the making. Leaving a trail for someone on a trail is not part of the plan.
I make my way back to the tall bridge, and stop short to look through the contents of my car. I look to see if there’s anything that I might need for my ill-prepared journey as a fugitive.
A pack of Benson and Hedges Gold glitters in my eye. I throw them into a small backpack. Two unopened bottles of fresh water get tossed in afterwards. I have my wallet in my pocket, which I take out and count four-hundred and thirty-three dollars that sits beside two gold coloured credit cards, one platinum.
“Damnit, this isn’t going to be enough cash,” I say aloud with frustrated realization. I know if I try to pull out more the digital bread trail will lead the big bad wolves right to me.
No time to think now.
I continue to rummage through the car, flipping through the glove box, pulling out anything that might be rendered useful. The already practical, retro, platinum Zippo-lighter from the war era is thrown into the mix. One unclean, wool sweater and the clothes I have on my back are going to have to suffice for now. I spot a couple of cheap bottles of wine on the floor that will prove to be functional, but only after I pour one out in the ditch. Half of the other follows the first. The rest is poured into my stomach.
After all the useable items are thrown into the small canvas backpack, I leave the front seat, walk around to the rear, and open the trunk. While pulling a thick black garbage bag from the trunk, I spot a half-empty bottle of lighter fluid. I pick it up with my right hand. It stays there. I disregard the empty oil cans and booster cables, slamming the big metal flap shut. Something catches my eyes though and I head for the back passenger-side door before re-entering the driver’s seat. The long yellow rope in the back of my car is going to ice this whole cake.
I jump into the car and take a deep gulp of clean country air. My mind is slowing to a reasonable pace and I can think a little clearer now that I have an idea of what I’m going to do.
The wine helped.
I think of my sister, and my friends back home. I think of my father and mother and how my cat is doing. I catch myself drifting, smack myself out of it, preventing further delay.
I don’t take much notice to the fact that I’m sitting in the middle of nowhere, about to do something most people would consider insane.
Insanity is relative. Be normal, and the crowd will accept you. Be deranged, and they’ll make you their leader.
I don’t want to be anyone’s leader. I’m done chief-ing the crowds. The masses end up thinking for you anyway. Societal puppet-masters manipulating marionettes. There’s nothing worse than feeling like you have no say, like someone else is pulling the strings. Controlling you like a pathetic lab animal, forcing things in and on you like only they know how. Making you do things only sadistic scientists can dream of. They pull the wool over your eyes with promises of a better life, a bigger penis, a faster car. I am not made of wood. I don’t have strings attached.
My name is not Pinocchio.
Pushing those thoughts away, and pushing the small backpack into the thick black garbage bag I begin to wrap the whole works tight with the yellow rope from the back seat of the car.
Here I am, sitting in the driver’s seat of my car with the possessions of a renegade wrapped in a garbage bag, tied tight with a thin yellow rope.
I visualize what happens next.
Faking your own death takes a lot of planning. It requires you to keep your mouth shut. You can’t go telling everyone your plan, so if you can’t keep a skeleton locked away forever, forget about it.
I don’t have much time to prepare, but I’m alone, and not concerned about friends or family. I’ve got no one to spill the beans to; no one to foil my plan.
First, you need to figure out what kind of death you want to have: suicide, accident, or murder.
Next, figure out how you’re going to do it. Suicide and murder are the two easiest to fake, unless you live in a town with an excellent police department, or have a suspicious parent or spouse who loves you a lot, and has money to spend.
I haven’t seen a hint of a town for the past couple of hours.
I’m not married.
I don’t know where my father is.
My mother is probably looking for her golden retriever. It died five years ago.
Things are looking good for murder and or suicide.
Suicide can be faked most easily. Leave a suicide note, jump off a bridge and don’t resurface. Make sure there are plenty of people to see you and try not to drown yourself.
No one is around to see me do anything. I’m not much of cliff-diver. The bridge is 25 meters above a shallow, rocky, river in the middle of nowhere.
My options for suicide are limited. It’s crossed off the list.
Murder is also fairly easy, but this often requires pinning it on someone else, which may cause moral dilemmas. It also requires that the patsy have a plausible motive, which I don’t have the time to work out right now.
Being murdered by a random person--like a mugger or a thief--is not likely to work, since your death is not easily verifiable; there’s no obvious, plausible motive to work with. The key is not leaving a body, but still making it obvious that you are dead. Smears of blood, teeth and body parts such as fingers are often sufficient identifiers, but use your imagination.
I could cut my fingers off or pull out some teeth. I just don’t want to.
Murder is out.
Accident is the hardest to fake successfully without having a body, so the best you can hope for is 'missing and presumed dead' conclusion. Climbing a dangerously high mountain, or hiking alone in the forest. Or driving somewhere and never making it to your supposed destination, leaving a burnt out car and smears of blood all over the place should work.
I am driving somewhere.
An empty wine bottle and lighter fluid makes a decent fire-starter. I place a thin strip of a ripped t-shirt into the bottle full of fluid then pull it out, about half way, leaving the homemade wick partially in the lighter fluid, part way out of the neck of the bottle.
Now comes the hard part.
The simple, serrated knife that was once used for cutting pieces of apple to eat on the way to school is on the floor of my car. I take the wooden handle and hold it tight while bending the knee of my left leg, bringing my foot up onto the driver’s side seat. The dirty knife has bits of apple skin stuck to it and the shiny metal shows through in spots. I place the bottom of the blade--closest to the handle--in the place between my second last and smallest toes.
I close my eyes. Grit my teeth. Push hard onto the skin of my smallest toe and pull back on the wooden handle. Pain sears through my body. Sweat drips off my forehead. I continue to move the blade back and forth, sawing at the meat, until reaching the tendons between joints of bone. The only sounds heard were the ones from the pulling and slicing of flesh, muscle and tendon. It sounds like a steak knife cutting through a two dollar cut of beef.
I don’t scream. My mouth stays closed.
Finally, the job is done. The dead toe is secured in my hand. I push the cigarette lighter into the dash and wait for it to heat up. It pops out a few moments later, glowing orange, radiating heat. I push hard onto the bloody nub, the remains of my baby toe. It stops the bleeding. It seals the wound.
My accidental death, and it feels more authentic, better than killing myself for real.
I drive fast. It doesn’t seem fast enough. I’m not sure, it’s my first time. I look up at the tall bridge over the valley now in clear view and push hard on the accelerator. I’m flying on the asphalt now, forty, fifty, sixty. I keep my speed here, thinking that I can walk away from a 60 kilometre-an-hour crash, seatbelt tight against my thighs and chest. Volvos have excellent crash ratings.
The target spot is a section of safety rail riding all the way down each side of the bridge. The rail is designed to act as a bank for your car to slide on until you reach the safety of the road. The section that doesn’t have 25 meters of air space and a rocky ravine below. I keep my eyes fixed and my hands steady as the plan unfolds. The bridge is coming closer and closer.
No time to think now.
I’m about three seconds away, two, one…
I smash into safety rail, dizzied by the force of impact. I undo my safety buckle before lighting the t-shirt wick of the wine bottle bomb. I get out of the car and drop my purple, bloody toe far enough away that it won’t get torched, but close enough to place me in the car at the time of the crash. I jog a safe distance away to watch what happens next.
It doesn’t take long before the whole car is engulfed in flames. Windows are shattering, flames spewing out. The tires explode from the increase in air pressure expanding against the black rubber. I’m hoping that the fire will trigger an explosion in the tank that I filled not too long ago.
It does.
The car lifts off the ground and a wheel goes rolling down the asphalt. Broken glass and pieces of metal fly around like molten fireworks. A massive puff of black smoke balloons over the blasted car--sitting, smoky, dead. I’ve seen this before, on TV.
I make my way down the rocky path toward a giant set of trees, moving my eyes toward a clearing in front of me. It looks like as good of place as any to hide. I’ll sit tight for awhile. Let the dust settle before making any big decisions. Calm down a bit.
* * * * *
Chapter 7—Mary Love Making
A fleeting moment of reality, blended with a primal escape.
The first time I made love I was not a virgin, but a new-comer to what it was to really feel sexually connected to someone. I had fucked a couple girls before. None had felt like they did that night under the setting sun in August. It was an action that mirrored my thoughts of what real love-making was all about. One of the few times where thoughts aren’t refracted by their actions, they’re reflected by them.
It was almost evening, a hot summer night. The sun was only a red ember at the bottom of a cloudless sky. I remember the heat because the sweat from our bodies was causing the cotton in my t-shirt and her dress to stick to each other, saran-wrapping our skin with cloth. We both had a shine, a glow to our faces, a youthful appearance. She was sixteen, I was two years older. Her eyes were the same as mine--hazel. Brown spheres with green auras. Our skin looked smooth. Glossy and fresh like an expensive pair of skin colored Italian Oxfords, newly polished. The summer heat mixed perspiration with young flesh.
We were having a picnic. An evening picnic when the sun wasn’t as hot, when it wasn’t in the center of the sky burning and drying up all things carbon-based. We were beginning to clean up, putting foil sandwich wrapper-balls into the wicker basket that her mom let her borrow for occasions such as this. We placed the paring knife along with a small bag of skin from some apples and the yellow jackets from bananas into the basket.
She was reaching for a plum that had evaded our hungry grasps earlier on, which was sitting comfortably under the shade of a tree, turning its dark, purple flesh black. She had her back turned to me as I was organizing the wine glasses, the empty bottle of Shiraz a half meter away. I was close enough that I could smell the homemade perfume of rose, patchouli and sandalwood evaporating from her body.
The whole time I couldn’t stop looking up, stealing glimpses of the hourglass in front of me. Her body was curvy in all the right places, and the cotton of her summer dress was pressed tightly against her skin, seducing. The bottoms of her sun-tanned legs peeking out from under her clothes were beckoning. Her toes were curling up, calling me as she reached for some plastic containers, exposing her back to me.
Within an instant, the time it takes to think a thought and react, I was right behind her; faster than that, I didn’t think, only acted. Both of my hands were lightly placed on the back of her arms, the ones supporting the top of her hourglass figure, and I started slowly kissing the back of her neck. I reached in between the thin, spaghetti-straps of her dress, down the top of her back and undid the clasp of her bra, grabbing her young, soft breasts from behind. I pushed lightly against her body with mine and she could feel my rock-hard erection against her yielding ass. I could tell she wanted what I wanted by the quiet moan she let out before unzipping my pants and grabbing me from inside my underwear.
She squeezed and started pulling up and down. It was getting her wet and I could feel a pulse throbbing between her legs. She took out my cock as I lifted up the bottom of her dress. I rubbed it up and down in the cleft that separated her round ass, teasing her wetness with the head of my rigidity. She motioned for me to put it in. Instead, I turned her around and laid her soft body on the ground.
I pushed the straps of her dress down, taking the simple lacy bra with them, down to her waist, leaving a belt of cotton and lace. I started to kiss her body all over, beginning with her firm, teenage breasts. I moved my way down to her stomach, to her skin where her pelvic bones were poking through, her thighs. I kissed gently, and with every connection of my lips to her body she cooed, confirming my actions.
I moved my lips down to the top of her pierced navel, then further. I moved my mouth down and she parted her thighs, opening herself to me. I lightly licked her all over, sucking on her clit and pulling on the soft folds of skin between my lips. Her breathing was getting stronger, so I poked my tongue inside her swollen pussy, which increased her breathing’s intensity. I could taste her. I could taste her beautiful body from the inside. I wished I could fit the whole of her in my mouth at once. And she was wet, which signaled her enjoyment.
I put one of my fingers between the red lips of her mouth then thrust it inside her soaked body. I could feel her tighten up, convulse gently, like she was going to cum right then. She felt hot, and was breathing hard. All I could think about was penetrating her deep and slow. She felt the same way. She whispered it in my ear.
She said my name a lot trying to get my attention, but I was focused. I was paying attention to her pleasure signs and wanted to satisfy her. I wanted to make her shake.
My disregard to her request of attention was overpowered when she was able to come out of her pussy-licked trance long enough to grab and push me onto my back. She grabbed my cock and started to kiss it gently. She covered it with her saliva, licking every part of it. She said she wanted to taste me. She wanted to suck on it until she could taste me from the inside. She moved her head up and down, her lips and mouth surrounding my rock-hard erection. She licked and sucked, her spit leaving it shiny and pulsating. She was good at it, and her body was moving in synch with her mouth and tongue. I could feel the back of her throat with the tip. She wanted to swallow me whole.
By this time we were both wet and hard and wanting to make love. I picked her up, and pushed the stack of lace and dress up to her belly button, pushing myself hard up inside. She almost lost her mind, and I could feel an electric shock run from her body into mine. We grinded against each other: me pushing, her pulling me into her. I went as deep as I could and she moaned. I knew she was going to cum soon. We both wanted it to last.
I pushed harder, faster, and our breathing was stronger, in synch. Her breath flowed into my mouth as she kissed and licked my lips, my tongue. My breath entered her as I sucked her red, flower petal lips. Both of us were breathing hard as one panting, pounding entity
I told her I was going to cum, and she couldn’t hold it either. I barely touched her swollen clit and she came like a volcano all over my stiff cock, her toes curling with the explosion. She told me to cum inside, and with that, I pushed hard until I was shivering and pouring fast into her.
We both smiled sweetly at each other, appreciating, savoring the evening breeze that cooled our hot, sex-filled bodies. We nudged each other playfully, kindly pecking at the other’s lips with our own. We looked through the stars that shone bright now that the sun had set into its final resting place for the night.
And I felt free, liberated from anything and anyone, like I had swam to the deepest parts of the sea where nothing else was around and sound did not apply. I felt Godless. I was Godless.
We rested, wet and peaceful with the smell of night-blooming jasmine heavy in the air, rose and patchouli coming off our bodies.
That was the last time Mary and I were together. It was the beginning of something beautiful and the end at the same time. Her family moved away that summer, the same time my dad disappeared.
* * * * *
Chapter 8—Perfume
I was introduced to the fine art of perfumery by my father, who would dabble with scent as a hobby. In the basement of our house, he had a room that was used as a perfumery, an apothecary with wall to wall shelving. The room was dimly lit by unscented candles and soft antique lighting. The shelves were stocked with bottles full of different essential oils from around the world--jasmine from India, peppermint from Spain, frangipani from Thailand, and lemongrass from Vietnam.
My father showed me how to make perfumes. He explained how there were three main notes in a symphony of scent.
First: the top note. It’s the one that a person smells immediately. It’s potent, but doesn’t last long, blowing away within the first few minutes after application into the surroundings, leaving a remembrance. The top note is a tease. It tempts your olfactory senses. It’s stimulating and light.
Good top notes are: Cinnamon, Lemon, Peppermint, and Sage.
Second: The backbone of the perfume, like the sugary spine of a DNA molecule, but fragrant. On its own, it has qualities of a good perfume, but when combined with other aromatic musicians it adds depth, like the lower notes of a cello. It turns a good smell into a great one. The middle note lingers for most of the wearer’s day long after the top note has dispersed into the environment.
Case in point: Cardamom, Geranium, Marjoram, Spikenard.
Finally: The bottom note; the last component that brings the top and middle notes together. If the top and middle notes are instruments, the bottom note is the theme. A subtle, deep vein that plays low in the background, moving and shaping the organic scents into perfect harmony. Quiet, filling in the gaps, constantly present, mobile, plastic. The base note is earthy, musky, and ethereal. It stays with the wearer for longer than any of the other components of the perfume. At the end of the day, retiring for the evening, the bottom note remains. The one that penetrated pores long ago, after the other ingredients have dissipated into your surroundings, stays to wish you a good night’s sleep.
Sweet dreams.
I have smelled every essential oil, every essence, and every top, middle and bottom note a million times over. The nose must be trained in order to smell the things that most people can’t, my father would say, tapping his unique nose.
To create something that smells beautiful to everyone requires a lot of training. And a lot of patience.
After much experimentation, I found myself completely in love with very special and very expensive oil. It requires ten-thousand kilograms of flower petals to make one kilogram of this heavenly aroma. Ten kilos yield a millilitre. The oil is from Morocco, and is called the Otto of rose.
If you smell it, you’ll fall in love.
This is my top note.
After much deliberation, smelling ad-nauseum, I found the perfect mate for the regal rose. The prince for a Moroccan princess, the accolade for a perfect rose oil. It’s an essence that has all the qualities of a middle note, but also the ability to serve the purpose of lingering into a soft base note as well. This trait formulates its uniqueness, sets it apart from the other players in the same section. It starts off sweet and pungent, mixing with the lighter notes of the rose oil forming an intoxicating mix of sweet, floral, earthy delight. After which, it travels toward a deeper, more robust, raw and powerful scent that holds its own even after the rose has left its shadow behind.
The perfect compliment is from India, and is the earth’s own blood, the obscure substance that runs through her veins. It is the essential oil of patchouli.
A proper perfume should contain three main components; a sonata of scent. After much trial, and seeking knowledge from my father’s keen sense of smell, mine requires only two. A diluting agent of magical proportions makes it the most wonderful olfactory experience.
A diluting agent is used to do just what its name implies: dilute concentrated oils to a point of comfortable wear ability without irritating the skin to get the most enjoyment from the exquisite plant substances. It calms down the potent effects of pure essential oils. Tames the wild scents.
Natural perfumes rely on unscented, clean oil as a diluting agent, like jojoba or almond oil. Purely artificial perfumes made by the Calvin Kleins and the Jean Paul Gautiers produce pungent, nose burning sensations. If you purchase any over-priced designer perfume and spray it only once, you notice these effects.
Methanol or pure ethyl alcohol is used in the commercial perfume business, but is pathetic and nose numbing, a disgrace to the beautiful scents that natural ingredients present. However, cheap and time efficient, they’re an insult to anyone with a nose for pleasant smells.
The diluting agent that I chose is also an essential oil.
It’s pure and natural, offering its creamy cologne to the wearer in the most desirable way. The serene, woody sweetness that emanates from this Asian wood is magical all by itself, but combined with Moroccan rose and patchouli, it becomes a scent like no other. The carrier acts as the conductor, directing the players and filling in the cracks.
It’s Southeast sandalwood. Its scent profile is naturally comforting and can be worn alone for the immediate results that it provides. But, for a truly enchanting and breathtaking aroma, we must add the virtuosic musicians: the stars of the show.
The violin.
The cello.
The strings in a gorgeous, grand symphony of scent.
I began with a clean test tube, clamped in a stand at eye level on a bench in my father’s perfumery. I carefully added ten drops of dark, sticky, pungent patchouli oil and let it breathe for a few minutes while enjoying its heady earthiness.
With awareness, and as smoothly as I could so as to not waste any of the precious clear liquid that is the Otto of rose, I added three tender droplets of the delicate scent. I watched in wonder as the perfect souls from precious plants blended with each other in a sensual dance. It made me light-headed, eager to feed my nose the resulting perfume.
To end the taunting and mocking fumes of the nearly completed perfume, I took a large bottle of sandalwood oil from the shelf and measured out exactly ten millilitres of the soft, green-yellow fluid. I added it to the dual already dancing in the tube, making it a perfect ménage-a-trois of corporeal oil.
I capped the small glass tube with a wooden cork and removed it from its constraints in the clamp stand. I turned the light brown liquid over onto its lid until the contents spilled over each other, mixing more thoroughly. I returned the tube to its original standing state then repeated the process nineteen, unhurried, deliberate times. I watched the gooey liquid intermingle with all the components, turning one into two, two to three. Each of the separate smells filled the other with its beautiful liquor. Finally, the whole orchestra peaked, leaving a gorgeous, scented fluid behind.
* * * * *
Chapter 9—Meeting Marissa
The small clearing that I walk into quickly turns into a complete labyrinth of trees, roots and rocks. The sun is hot; sweat is soaking the back of my shirt. It’s sticking to my skin. My mind is busy, and my body aches a little from the hike through the forest. I’ve only been walking for maybe thirty minutes when I realize that my mouth is dry. The paste on my tongue is telling me it’s time to rehydrate. I walk a few more meters, toward the trickling sound of a stream. It’s just ahead. It sounds like a child potty training. Liquid from a source, sitting half a meter above the vessel--a stream running into some rocks sitting in a pond below it.
I come to the most perfect little resting spot beside a slow winding brook. I find a nice flat rock, sit down and rest my tired legs, placing the black garbage bag that’s tied to my wrist near my feet. I take a breath and lift my eyes to the sky. It’s blue with wisps of cotton strewn across like cotton candy without the red 49’s, or the blue 62’s. The air is cool, fresh, and mixes with the heat of the sun perfectly.
I reach down and tug at the yellow rope that’s holding my survival kit. It’s a neat little package, but not too small, not oompa-loompa sized. I untie the knot securing the works together. Now free from the constraints of the plastic bag and synthetic rope, I pull one of the two fresh bottles of spring water out and twist off the cap.
My head tilts back. My hand brings the clean, clear life-blood to my lips. The crisp liquid tickles my tongue and moves to the back of my throat. I can feel myself relaxing again, feeling a new strength run through me.
I stop drinking and bring the bottle down to eye the remaining level. It’s a 500 millilitre bottle and there are only a couple hairs more than half left. Knowing that I should restrict myself to only five hundred millilitres a day in order to preserve my water supply, which ultimately preserves me, I leave the remaining 258 millilitres for later.
Feeling refreshed and cool, I take out a notebook and a black pen and begin to plan. At first I just scribble a few geometric shapes at the top of the page, trying to delay the task at hand. My mind is drawing blanks. I’ve got nothing.
Everything still feels dreamlike, but more real than the scene at the gas station. More rational than the fortune teller.
Something taps me on the head like a giant hand tapping my skull with a massive finger. It taps the back of my mind. It feels like its right here. This feels real. Tap.
I yank my body around.
I thought I was alone.
I almost fall backward on my ass with the momentum of the spin.
“Who are you?” I ask, startled.
“My name is Marissa,” the stranger says calm and confident. “I’ve been watching you. I followed you from the river. Nice job with the crash,” she says. “If I hadn’t seen what went on, I’d probably think you were dead.”
That’s good. That was the plan, except no one was supposed to see me. I wasn’t faking my suicide. I didn’t need anyone to see me.
“Uh, yeah, hi,” I say. You’ve been following me the whole time?”
“Yes. Since the river,” she says.
“What did you see?”
“Enough.”
“What do you mean enough?”
“Who taught you how to blow shit up?”
“You saw that too?” Worry having an obvious place on my tongue.
Now Marissa’s asking the questions, “I just said that, didn’t I?”
“Is anyone else with you?” I say.
“Do you see anyone else?”
“I mean anywhere. Here, in the trees? Close by?” I’m concerned.
She says, “No one saw what you did. No one except me knows you’re here, if that’s what you mean. Is that what you mean?”
So many questions and such a startling introduction make my anxiety come back. The endorphins running through my body are drying up my tongue again. I’m afraid of being found out. The presence of this woman with her composed, smoky voice is enough to keep me in a nice balance between nauseously terrified and collected, though.
“Yeah, that’s what I meant.” I say.
Her hair is long and dark, almost black with highlights of auburn and burgundy that shine into a brighter plum color when the sun hits it. She is slightly shorter than me with a full woman’s figure. Her body curves around itself like an Italian masterpiece, flowing from her face to her feet with perfect symmetry. She’s standing in front of me. She looks mysterious, grinning in a way that’s hiding something, enough for me to still consider her a threat.
Her bright green eyes are piercing, like emerald daggers. Jade rapiers score through my retinas and enter my optic nerve. It feels like she’s reading my mind.
I’ve seen her before.
I can smell smooth patchouli and rose oil mixed together; a perfume, natural and clean with a background of sandalwood. The breeze pushes it into my olfactory senses. The smell of these oils together is one that can never be removed from my mind, staining it with memories past. It’s one that I’ll always love.
* * * * *
Chapter 10—Prescription Addiction
The day after the death of her father, and the well-presented act of a funeral, my mother was sitting at the kitchen table preparing her daily ration of pills. January 15th--my dad’s birthday.
She loved to sit and count, sort and eat, handle all of her “medications”. She was excellent at self-medicating, and my dad--being a doctor--was good at getting pills. He also knew better. I could tell he didn’t like to act like mom’s pusher, but he knew that if he didn’t give her what she wanted she’d be even less tolerable to deal with. She needed to escape, which my father needed from her, so that he could be relieved from the reality of her presence.
There she was. Sitting. Counting. She’s sorting her Vicodin. Valium. Adderall. Her Dexedrine.
With her coffee in the morning, after a solid medicated sleep, she revived herself with 20 milligrams of Adderall.
In general, the Adderall dosage for treating ADHD should not be more than 40 milligrams per day total. The dosage of Adderall for adults with narcolepsy is usually between 5 and 60 milligrams per day. The first dose should be taken first thing in the morning.
My mother used the slow-release kind so that she wasn’t insanely irritated and grinding her teeth by ten-thirty. She routinely followed this up with another cup of coffee and three cigarettes.
Feeling good and ready to face the day, she all but sprinted to her 2009 Mercedes E class.
Dad bought her the luxury car for their fifteenth anniversary. She’d usually drive it to the nearest designer shopping mall.
That was Mom alright.
For as long as I’ve known her she’s been like that.
She’d shop until the pangs returned. These were not regular hunger pangs. Not cramps from the absence of carbohydrates in her blood stream.
Her cravings were even different than ones from alcohol withdrawal, the ones that creep after poisoning yourself with a multitude of different types of booze throughout the course of an evening without drinking enough water. Every cell in your body is desiccated, and ethanol’s numbing effects are gone, leaving your body dehydrated and achy. Your body tries to rehydrate itself by squeezing every last drop of water from your liver like an old dish sponge finished its job.
My mother’s glucose levels were fine. She ate two hours ago. She doesn’t have diabetes. She drinks wine on occasion.
Not pangs of thirst or hunger.
My mother’s were different.
Everyday around noon she’d start the ritual from the beginning. Just before her 20 milligrams of extended release Adderall, four cups of high-quality, mountain grown, fair-trade, trendy coffee and half pack of cigarettes began to wear off. She walked to whichever bathroom was closest. She put her purse down on the floor, lowered the lid on the toilet, and sat down.
She took a deep breath.
If given intravenous cocaine for only a short period of time, a mouse will return back to the source of the drug in order to get more.
The mouse learns a new instinct. It shows how the mammalian hypothalamus has a propensity to reward us. Too much sometimes.
Mice aren’t born snorting coke.
Cocaine binds the dopamine transporter, blocking reuptake of it into pre-synaptic neurons. The blockade increases dopamine concentration in synapses, an event responsible for cocaine's pleasurable effects and suggested as key to developing drug dependence.
The mouse wants the drug, and doesn’t care if it should have it or not. It will return time and time again for the reward of a racing heart and the tributary of dopamine. The experimental rodent will do this until it dies of starvation or its heart explodes.
My mother was like the mouse.
Dexedrine is structurally similar to cocaine.
She reached into her purse for an antique pill box with little gold and silver vines that wrapped around it. It was my grandmother’s, who died fifteen years before my grandfather did, and was given to my mom. It was the only thing in my grandmother’s will that was offered to her. An interesting parting gift, confirmed quite useful.
She opened the old, semi-tarnished, beautifully designed pill box. Inside: two-dozen white spheres looking like tiny incubating eggs waiting to be hatched. She took one out the same way she had many times before and popped it into her mouth, no hesitation. So natural and graceful she was with the administration of her afternoon dose of artificial happiness. If anyone saw her they’d have a difficult time seeing any problem with the simplicity, its ease of use. No harm was done.
Doctor prescribed.
When it comes to Dexedrine dosing for ADHD, the daily dose of the drug may start at as little as 2.5 or 5 milligrams once per day and will rarely exceed 40 milligrams. Your Dexedrine dose may come in tablet form or as long-acting capsules. Either form should be taken at the same time every morning.
My mother wasn’t attention deficit.
It wasn’t morning.
Dexedrine, in a 10 milligram instant release tablet was my mother’s medication of choice for the afternoon. The booster pill would keep her going long before her morning Adderall had worn off, also allowing her appetite to return so that she could eat at a fistful of food during dinner time at six-thirty.
She swallowed the snow-white pill with a caramel macchiato latte: low fat creamer, no extra sugar--Venti size.
Over at the hospital, my dad would be preparing his afternoon patient profiles and going through some old documents that would have been sitting on his desk for as long of a period as he would allow. One day. Maybe two, max.
My father was very organized and put-together. He was always on top of everything and everyone, one step ahead of the game. If you asked him a question, he already knew the answer before you finished what you were trying to utter.
The phone rang in my father’s office. It’s the day after my grandfather’s funeral. It was my mother on the other line. “Do you want me to cook something tonight or should I make reservations at the restaurant that we go to every year for your birthday?”
She said this in less than half the time a sober person would take to say it.
My dad had grown used to it.
“Uh, I don’t know if he’ll be making it home tonight. In time for supper, that is. He has piles of work to do over here.” Somebody said half listening, half reading a file.
Probably not the right answer. She reacted. Thoughts flew from her brain to her tongue in microseconds.
“What do you mean, Gerald!?” she screamed.
“He has a lot of work to do. Our patient, Mr. Goldstein is making progress today.” Someone was tip-toeing around a bigger issue.
It didn’t take much for my mother to completely lose control and feel like everyone in the world was out to get her. She’s sped up. She’s paranoid.
She asked, “Mr. Goldstein? Mr. Goldstein? Who the fuck does this Mr. Goldstein think he is? You tell that Jew-bastard he’s going to make you miss your fiftieth birthday party, Gerald. Are you listening to me!?” She didn’t give any time to respond.
She called him by his full name, Gerald. His friends called him Jerry. Old university girls, the alumna, called him The Freak.
Speedy words were flying into the receptor’s ear like erratic bats from a cave. He should’ve been expecting this kind of treatment, her cuss words, and her unnecessarily loud tone of voice. My father had told him to expect it.
She said, “I’m at the cake shop right fucking now picking up your favourite fucking cake, planning a perfect birthday party for you, and all you can say is--I can’t make it home in time?”
“C’mon, Gail, please, calm down for a second and let me explain something to you. Mr. Goldstein has been our patient for five years now, and there is no one else that has a chance of helping him. You know that birthdays aren’t a big deal for men at our age. Besides, our patients always come first, before us, before birthdays. That’s why we’re doctors.” Someone was still unable to say what he meant.
Now she’s really pissed off, “Well fuck you then.”
My mother always thought that dad was never around enough for her. He didn’t do enough or buy her enough.
My sister and I always thought he was a loving father, we knew he was a busy man. He would never bring his work home with him, and even if he came home late he’d always make us feel like he was our father. He would tuck us in and kiss our foreheads before shutting our doors, leaving just a crack for the living-room lamp to enter and pacify us.
He knew we liked that.
He provided everything we needed, and things that we didn’t. He gave my mother an open credit card and trusted her to be a smart shopper, not to buy everything in sight.
She bought everything.
My mother had nothing to complain about on the materialistic side of things, and she’d never been very affectionate to anybody, not even toward me and my sister. I don’t know why she expected it from other people. She hid her emotions under a mountain of pharmaceutical grade “medications”.
I can relate.
Many people can.
I don’t think she cared if she had sex or not. I’m not sure the constant bombardment on her system with psychotropic substances would have even allowed her to perform. The amount of drugs she took probably dropped her libido to the same level as an old, three-legged mutt. But she’s my mother, and I love her.
No one’s perfect.
The person on the other end of the line said, “Mrs. Cochrane? Are you there?” There’s no sound.
Oh well, he never intended to tell Gail that her husband wasn’t coming home tonight--not now or ever; it wasn’t his place. It wasn’t what Jerry wanted him to do, and he wouldn’t have had enough time to do so even if he felt compassionate enough. She had already hung up the phone without realizing that it wasn’t even her husband she was talking to. It was Dr. Rabuka, his medical practice partner of sixteen years, whom Gerald had given strict instructions: tell Gail that he wasn’t coming home for his birthday this evening--that was it. Dr. Rabuka was successful at relaying the message, but my mother was unsuccessful at interpreting it.
For the rest of the day, my mother went about preparing the fiftieth birthday celebrations for a guest that would be somewhere else. She was like that. She turned everything into her business; other people’s problems were what she was good at dealing with. Not her own.
Never mind that it was my father’s birthday and he wasn’t going to be there. She didn’t know that. Asking him what he wanted to do would make too much sense. She continued planning and shopping, hopped up on the heart racing goof-balls, which kept her mind and hands occupied.
Idle hands are the devil’s play things, she would say.
I’m sure that’s what Timothy McVeigh was thinking when he was busily bombing a building in Oklahoma.
Or what Jane Lauren Alpert thought. She’s the American radical who conspired in the bombings of eight government and commercial office buildings in New York City in 1969. She was arrested when other members of her group were caught planting dynamite in National Guard trucks. All occupied hands, which the devil couldn’t possibly touch.
My mother left the cake shop with what she though was my father’s favourite: black forest with hazelnut icing, shavings of dark chocolate sprinkled over the entire chocolate milk coloured icing that made the whole thing look like dirty snowflakes on top of smoothed out, dirty snow.
She was right.
This is my father’s favourite.
After she paid for the cake, she left in a hurry. The same way she went anywhere. She traveled like the flash, with super-hero speed, massive motivation.
She began to reminisce about the conversation that her and my father--actually being Dr. Rabuka--had only an hour ago. She began to stew and simmer then came to a rolling boil. Her mind was racing with all the possible ways that my father (Dr. Rabuka) had ruined his birthday. Her heart was beating faster than ever and she was starting to lose control.
She was sitting in her new Mercedes, palms sweating, hands shaking, heart racing. She took deep breaths, but the weight of her chest made the job difficult. She wasn’t gulping like she’d been running or walking briskly. She wasn’t breathing deep like she’d swum ten laps in a pool. Not out of breath from healthy exercise. She wasn’t even gasping like an obese, double hamburger slinging, cankled, roly-poly of a heart attack statistic after a few stairs. Not that way.
The resisted breathing that my mother was experiencing was the kind of struggle that a failing fish filter and the filthy water that it rests in would have. The holes of the filter are plugged by slime and algae, bits of left over fish food, pieces of little fish shit. All preventing even a fraction of the usual amount of water to pass through its pores.
This is how my mother’s lungs were struggling.
She was having a panic attack, escalated exponentially by the Adderall and the Dexedrine. The tar that had been deposited on her lungs from years of inhaling toxic cigarette fumes was preventing most of the oxygen from passing through the tiny little absorbent cells; the cellular grape-clusters, the alveoli, unable to absorb any useful air.
The struggle forced my mother to make foul, slimy, wheezing sounds while her body tried desperately to clear her lungs of the blockade so that she could inhale the substance that her body so desperately needed. Oxygen. O2.
She was embarrassed. She felt unrefined, crude. Like the common folk. She grew up with money, sophisticated with a perfect life. At least that’s what it looked like to someone on the outside. That’s how she presented herself, problem-less. She was looking around from the driver’s seat of her flashy car to see if anyone was around. She could see people passing by, but everything looked slow and foggy, like a dream. Her eyes were getting heavy and everything started to mash together into everything else.
The world started to spin.
She fought for her last breaths. Her vision turned black. Her head slumped forward onto her chest, pushing a stream of greenish-brown saliva out the corner of her red lipstick. The spit was bubbly, like ones formed when you blow into a straw that’s sitting in a glass of chocolate milk. Milk bubbles. The color of phlegm.
* * * * *
Chapter 11—Gerald’s Confession
My father, Gerald, Jerry, The Freak wasn’t coming home from the hospital. He wasn’t at the hospital. I don’t know where he was, no one does. He’s gone.
Often he’d sit down in the kitchen by the window, pondering the results of the day. It was a regular Tuesday, a normal Thursday. The Monday blues. Freaky Friday. His patients were mostly the same. Mr. Goldstein was making progress. My father wouldn’t make it home in time for supper, for a movie, for his birthday celebration.
Most of this was true. Mr. Goldstein was making a recovery. In fact, he was doing so well that the hospital was able to discharge him with a standard prescription of Rosuvastatin. It’s a member of the drug class of statins used to treat high cholesterol and related conditions. It prevents cardiovascular disease.
Mr. Goldstein enjoys eating fried chicken. He loves hamburgers that are made from meat-dust--the microwaveable kind, and french-fries. Mountains of french-fries. All of them: supersized. Supersized mountains. Everests made of greasy, golden, fried potatoes.
Goldstein was also supersized. His arteries were blocked by a lifetime of trans-fat and cholesterol.
Mr. Goldstein had an appointment to see my father next week for a follow up to see how the new drug he put his patient on was working.
My father, Dr. Jerry had tried for months to change Mr. Goldstein’s eating habits. It was a lost cause, a useless intervention. Like the sweet suburban couple that accidentally stumbles across their teenage daughter’s heroin fixings. A shoe box under the bed containing a syringe, cotton balls, and a shot glass coated with dried blood. Tiny empty bags scattered throughout. No matter what they say to her, or how many of her friends and family tell her they love her, or how many times she hears she’ll end up dead if she continues to abuse her body, she’ll still end up dead.
The world was built on good intentions.
Mr. Goldstein had a different shoe box and his parents weren’t around to discover it. No one was around to intervene. My father had tried.
A brown bag filled with yellow burger wrappers, grease residues stuck to the sides--that’s his stash. Big red boxes, with used yellow, fried powder--his heroin. His brown-sugar: a giant paper cup, lined with wax, dark-brown syrup fixed to the bottom. The straw sticking out the top--his needle.
My father never wanted to make it home for his birthday, so he didn’t. He didn’t have the strength to tell his wife that he didn’t feel like celebrating. He didn’t tell her he was leaving. Dr. Rabuka, his partner of sixteen years, was confused as being her husband, so why would he have expected her to listen to him anyway. And her reaction--unfathomable to even think of.
He didn’t let her know he’d be happy and satisfied if he could just have some time to himself, to rest and enjoy an evening, to have one all to himself. He’d never spoken a selfish word to her in his life, and wasn’t going to start then. He thought that if he wanted to do something for himself that he’d be neglecting something or someone more in need of his help. He’d feel selfish. Not typical M.D. syndrome, but good-doctor syndrome.
Dr. Rabuka told Jerry’s wife what Jerry had told her many times before: he wouldn’t be coming home until late. Not until after he was finished his work, after it was too late to celebrate his birthday. She didn’t know it wasn’t her husband she was talking to.
When he said he was at the hospital, nine times out of ten my father was actually there, passing the time, filling his mind with work so that he didn’t have to think or deal with such bothersome topics, things like emotions.
The tenth time was spent in the park, down the road from our house. I’ve seen him sit there once or twice before on my way home from a friend’s house.
I’d never let him see me. Instead, I would walk down the back alley in the dark. He thought I was a regular passer-by.
Once, I stopped. I sat and watched him for awhile.
For what seemed like a lifetime he just sat there, looking straight ahead, no movement at all. Then, his body began to shiver. It was summertime. I could hear repetitious sniffing. He was sniffing his feelings back up inside his head until unexpectedly, he broke down and started sobbing, wailing. He was bawling like a newborn baby, fresh out of its mother’s womb.
I sat, and watched.
I had never seen my father cry, or show much emotion, but I always knew that he loved us very much from his actions. He didn’t get upset, angry or sad. He smiled once in awhile, like at Christmas when he’d joke about the holiday, telling us the fairy-tales of Jesus Christ.
The instance in the park would be the last time I’d see him cry, but certainly not the last time he would let out his emotions.
His hands were brought up to his face, as if to hide shame. The back of his hands quickly wiped the tears away.
Then it stopped.
As fast as it came on, without any indication or decrescendo from what had just burst out of him, he stopped. His hand reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out a tissue and he cleared his nose. With the dry side of the tissue he dabbed his wet eyes, turning the thin linen a darker blue than it previously was. With a deep breath, he stood up and walked home with a bounce in his step.
I imagine he had the same feeling that Christians must have after a confession, after they’ve told all the worst parts of themselves to a stranger who then gives them ten Hail Marys and five Lord’s prayers to cleanse their dirty human aspects away.
My father cleansed himself that evening.
Not with the help of a rosary or someone’s assigned prayers. He used good old-fashioned tears; the salty, sterile body wash that cleans painful emotions from the mind. His fell to the grassy ground.
I followed him home that night, keeping my distance so as to not reveal my presence. When he got to the front walkway he stopped for a second, took another one of those all embodying deep breaths and made his way to the front door. I followed him inside the house a few minutes later.
For what seemed like a century, my father just sat at the kitchen table in Dr. Rabuka’s river-view condo. My father was looking out the window when his partner, his friend told him what had happened to his wife. Gail had suffered a serious stroke, induced by a panic-attack, which was induced by her overuse of prescribed medication. Then, just like I had witnessed in the park except now Dr. Rabuka was the witness, my father began to tremble. His body started to shake and his nose was sniffing back whatever pain he was feeling. I imagine that his grief was surrounded by a different feeling this time, but one with the same basic cause--guilt.
My mother had always been the cause of uncertainty and emotion in my father’s life, but he had never felt this way before--guiltless guilt. It was like the feeling you get when you know you should feel guilty for something, but you don’t. Like when your grandfather dies and all you can think about is getting another roast-beef sandwich. For whatever reason, the norm that was instilled in you by society is not your normal, and you crush the skull of some asshole that recognized you at the wrong place at the wrong time. You walk away guiltless.
All his life, my father had been involved in saving lives, interested in preventing death. Protecting fragile humans from Mother Nature’s wicked minions.
Now, he wished someone was dead.
It was the polar opposite of what he had worked for.
His tears flowed wildly. His body: a tremor at full speed. His nose had given up on protecting his face’s dignity and mucus streamed down from his nostrils, ending in a pool at the crease in his lips. Short sobs followed by a slow crescendo of weeping progressed until, like in the park, it stopped.
My father blew his nose.
He wiped his eyes.
He took a deep, lung full of air.
He had confessed his sins for the day. He hadn’t mentioned anything to his friend that night in his posh doctor’s abode, and no one could read his mind. He hadn’t confessed to any stranger, but to someone more judgmental. More subjective than any fictional god people have made up to explain things they can’t understand. He confessed to himself that night. For the first time in his life he had wished death on someone. Not just anyone: his wife, my mother. She had only suffered a partial stroke, nothing fatal. He wished it were more serious.
He wished it had killed her.
My father could barely contain himself. He was thrilled he was able to be honest with himself. Dr. Jerry was emanating freedom; he was enlightened during a personal confessional from his chair in Dr. Rabuka’s kitchen.
Gerald was starting a new life. The Freak had cleansed his sins, spoke the truth, and was ready to change. Live his life how he wanted to. Fuck the world with his phallic snout.
* * * * *
Chapter 12—Graduation Day
I didn’t always have such a reactive personality. Most of the time, my actions are preceded by a methodology, which I considered useful.
I’d been educated at one of the most expensive schools in North America. My major, after some consideration: pharmaceutical biochemistry. My father, being a doctor, but not particularly respecting the drug industry at the time was a little hesitant until I told him why I wanted to make medicine. I wanted to make it better. I wanted to give people something more. I wanted to share my ideas with the universe.
I was going to change the world.
I was never interested in science during my first twelve years of education, and I was content, after graduating from high school, working in a bookstore and playing music.
I enjoyed reading and talking to other people about books we shared in common, music we appreciated. I liked that I could read most of the day or watch others read, slouched in a comfortable easy chair that the mom and pop shop provided, like the one my mother gave me before I moved to Seattle to pursue a career in pharmacology.
I was hidden in my own literary world. I was invisible, jamming with the beginnings of a band in my friend’s dingy basement. The more I read, the more I imagined. The more I played music, the deeper I went into my mind. The more I imagined the more I wanted to act on those imaginations.
I had been a reserved young man for most of my life. My mother said that’s what gentlemen do. They speak only when appropriate, which seemed like almost never to her. I learned early on, though that only thinking, sometimes speaking, but never acting, didn’t quite speak loud enough to other people.
I decided to act and put my dreams of becoming a professional musician on hold. I was going to scream into the ears of society and direct my newfound energy toward something great. In a different way than using an amplified electric guitar and a microphone, I decided to perform with my mind, using books and pens as my instruments.
I enrolled at a university in Seattle, which was the closest big-city to the shit-town I lived in. I had hopes of creating something for the world. I wanted to change the way people thought, the way they looked at me. I wanted to show them how this quiet, thoughtful boy had ideas that could be turned into words, words turned into action. I wanted to be a celebrity.
For five years that’s what I did. I studied biology, chemistry, and physics. I learned about the anatomy and physiology of the human body. I studied molecular structures and metabolic events. I was educated in medical terminology, and microbiology, psychology, nutrition. I even took a few language classes: English and French, a bit of Spanish. At the end of it all, a Master’s degree was awarded to me, with honours.
What I thought I wanted turned out to be nothing of the sort. All of the knowledge I gained ended with asking more and more questions. I ended up writing exams and composing papers. Completing lab reports, and performing polymerase chain reactions. All for what? For someone else to observe and mark and put their stamp of approval on. All the book learning, all the reading I thought I wanted turned into an eight and a half by eleven, landscaped, Latin-lettered waste of time.
I wasn’t interested in school anymore, and had developed a bit of bad habit; my goals had severely shifted. School was still interested in me. I un-regretfully declined the opportunity to do my PHD with Dr. McKinnon, head of pharmacology, and picked up my guitar with a newfound sense of myself. This time, I knew what I wanted.
“The Seattle Sound” is what people sometimes referred to as grunge music. None of us ever had such a packaged name planned, it just happened. We were all into punk-rock music and heavy metal; they were our inspiration. None of us ever expected the scene in Seattle to explode like it did.
Unlike other types of rock music, grunge is stripped-down, peeled apart like a hard-boiled egg, revealing a stinky, sulphurous, yolky core. Our unkempt, often time’s unhygienic, greasy hair reflected this.
Mark Arm, who had been a vocalist for several bands in the Seattle area, was mostly credited with being the first person to use the term “grunge” to describe our particular genre of music. Mr. Arm wrote a letter to the editor of a particularly popular magazine that all the punkies new at the time and criticised his own band as being: “Pure noise!” “Pure shit!” “Pure grunge!” He used the word to describe his band, not the category of music they played. He used it as an adjective, but it eventually became the actual genre, describing his and all other bands that sounded the same.
The lyrics of grunge bands were usually composed of specific themes like social alienation and confinement. The songs sung were filled with angst and a desire for freedom. Most of the song writers were unhappy with the state of society and its social prejudices.
Our shows on stage were typically known for their no-frills, no-gimmicks presentations. We avoided bright lights, the colourful beams of red and blue. We avoided the use of “tricks,” which had been used by other types of rock musicians in many other genres of our time, and will forever be used by musicians to come. All of these things were unrelated to the music. They had nothing to do with what the songwriters were thinking. They acted as blindfolds for the audience, an illusion for the observers.
The clothes we wore definitely inspired the name of the genre, but it was done unconsciously by all of us. We didn’t dress to impress. We didn’t care what we wore, and it showed. None of us had much money when we were starting out so we shopped at thrift stores and never washed our clothes. The lingering stains from previous days, weeks, months stunk us up. We loved it. Other people hated it, at first. Seattle is one of the ten rainiest cities in the US and we walked around like wet dogs, stinking; our long, unwashed hair dripped in our faces.
Soundgarden, Alice In Chains, Screaming Trees, Nirvana, and Sonic Youth. They were all part of the movement, all part of the Seattle grunge scene. I was a young man when my band, Godless first became one of the top bands in the scene. I was on top of the world, metaphysically speaking, of course. With all the fame came something far worse, though, something unimaginable and harder to accomplish than the task of becoming famous.
* * * * *
Chapter 13—Welcome To The Jungle
Marissa says to me, “I don’t really want to know what you’re doing here. It isn’t my business. So, as long as you don’t affect me with whatever it is you’re doing, we’re good.”
I still have a shocked look on my face and it’s obvious because Marissa comes closer to me and says, “C’mon, follow me, I don’t bite.” She turns her dark, almost black, sweet-scented hair away from me, which leaves another waft of perfume teasing my senses. She moves like a cat down to the slow moving brook next to where we just met. She hops onto a rock. It didn’t look like it was there. She skips on another and another until she’s across the ten meter gap of water between one set of dense trees and the other. She’s on one side. I’m on the other. I quickly pick up my bag and follow the sugary scented trail she leaves behind.
I follow Marissa’s sweet scented, beautiful figure deeper into the trees. The vegetation surrounding us is comprised mostly of pine trees with the odd birch mixed in. The air is clean and fresh with just a hint of a breeze pushing everything around, swirling like the underwater currents of an ocean. I can hear birds in the background softly singing to the creatures that occupy the forest. A squirrel chirps overhead as we move past a few larger spruce trees, signalling to the rest of the mammals that some strangers are approaching. It stops once we’re close enough to its territory that it feels threatened--sling shot distance.
The sun is out but it’s not over bearing anymore. The soft crunch of fallen branches on top of the padded mosses makes me think I’m walking on clouds covered in crackers, saltine covered cotton.
We move deeper into the forest, winding and twisting around trees and rocks. Not like the drunk stagger of a wino that just finished his fifth bottle trying to make its way back to the confines of his boxed house under a bridge. More like adventurers discovering a hidden land.
Our winding steps are similar to a newly formed stream that bursts out of a mountain top and carves a path in the landscape, following the road of least resistance with the sole purpose of reaching some other great body of water. We’re walking free, carving our own path, retreating into unknown territory--our hole in the universe.
We walk for a while. My mind is still racing and analyzing my previous fugitive acts. On top of it all, this mysterious woman has somehow convinced me to follow her into a forest. I’m wondering if she’s taking me in. Or if she’s a psychopath that waits by the river-side for unsuspecting outlaws to escape the realities that they’ve created. She’s too calm for this situation, too cool for school.
She’s going to kill me.
What a ridiculous notion.
My mind is spinning and I have no ideas coming to any sort of useful conclusions.
I hear the sound of rushing water. I sense we’re coming to some type of falls, although it doesn’t sound very intense. Like the sound of white noise on a television screen at a low volume--more hypnotizing than obnoxious. Black and white ants are battling it out, trying to find their way out of the TV. My eyes focus on a bald eagle that’s soaring high above my head. Wings spread wide, gliding like a regal paper airplane caught in the updraft of a warm wind. It lets out a short scream then disappears. I picture a mangled mouse.
I almost run into Marissa as she stops at the now present waterfall. She says, “We’re here.”
“Where,” I ask, looking around only seeing a narrow three tiered waterfall that pours into a pool the size of one of those backyard swimming pools--the big ones-- surrounded by a lush, dark-green forest.
“I hope you can swim”, she says.
Then, without warning, she dives head first into the pool of water, reappearing only moments later. She turns her head to see if I’m observing, like a master and its dog, telling me to jump in. Reluctant, but tired and sticky from the hike through the thick forest, I take one look at the refreshing liquid in front of me and hesitate no more. I try to mimic Marissa’s entry, diving into the cool, clean water. I resurface and discover the difficulties of moving my arms and legs under the restraints of my clothes.
I manage to tread water with my bag of belongings and a new, fresh feeling all over my body. Marissa’s calling me toward her. Her voice is cool and seductive.
“C’mon, over here!”
I swim over and we tread for a moment together in front of the bubbling water that’s rising from the pressure of the falling water above us. Our eyes meet temporarily, and her surrounding Zen is transferred to my anxious, high pressured blood vessels for a fleeting second. As long as it takes for her to blink, then look away.
“We have to go through”, she says, “hold your breath, and hang onto my hand.”
She grabs my hand and I move myself with two legs and one arm. We end up at the entrance of a very narrow passage way that has a strong white light at the end of it. I think of all of the stories of people who die and see bright lights. I always thought they were deluded. The scientific explanation for the white-light-phenomenon satisfies me just fine.
Still holding onto her hand, I make my way through the narrow slit of water filling the rocks, which rise vertically toward the brightness at the end. My heart is pounding from the adrenaline of this new experience, and the feeling of my hand in Marissa’s dilates my blood vessels and directs the flow to more primal parts. Her skin is smooth, silky. Like the milk-chocolate smoothness of fine Indian silk, not like the thicker, rougher versions from Thailand.
A few more meters and we push through the blinding light ahead of us, finally reaching solid ground. At first, my eyes don’t allow me to see anything but bright, white light, which is piercing my dark-adapted pupils with stinging intensity. I blink once or twice, wipe the water from my face and eyes, then finally look up to what appears to be a total oasis.
I begin my inspection of this hidden wonderland, panoramically scanning. Lush vegetation, green plants and beautiful flowers walled in by a huge rock face has vines growing from its crevices. Panning from left to right, my eyes catch a few brown rabbits nibbling grass in the distance. Cats and chickens are chasing each other back and forth with a playful tone. Birds are singing soft melodies that make the whole experience feel like I’m in a front row theatre seat with the most wonderful symphony orchestra playing in synch to a perfect play. To my right, I see a narrow dirt path leading to a barely visible roof in the distance. And in the middle of this perfectly shaped, hidden world, a pool of the purest water I have ever seen. Crystal reflecting greens and reds and yellows is rolling gently in the center. It looks like someone placed a water pump in the core of a giant diamond-filled pool, circulating the unadulterated wetness.
“You can drink right out of it if you want”, Marissa says. I’m stuck in shock position, mouth partially open like the dumb kids always looked at school. I’m astounded for a moment before I realize that my mouth is quite parched, then my autonomic nervous system takes over. I move toward the edge of the life-giving spring and make a cup with both my hands, bringing up a crystal clear mouthful of the sparkling life elixir. I take a few more mouthfuls to quench my thirst before Marissa is calling back at me with the intention that I follow her.
“Don’t worry, it’s not going to run out”, she remarks sarcastically, skipping down the path toward her residence; scents of sandalwood, and rose trailing behind.
* * * * *
Chapter 14—The Enabler
After my mother returned home from the hospital, my father had a different perspective on his work. He viewed life differently. He had always been the caregiver, the life preserver, the one that had faith in people. This had all changed.
He knew that my mother had a problem. It was obvious because he was the primary enabler, the problem-creator.
He had convinced himself that providing her with a steady supply of prescription drugs was all she needed, but the good doctor realized that that was what he needed. He realized that she’s the kind of person that didn’t appreciate life. The one that treats their body like a dumping ground for all types of feel-good chemicals, wreaking havoc on the natural equilibrium of the human bulk.
She’s the garbage collector.
He’s the producer.
Can anyone blame her?
What else would we have if it wasn’t for the simple pleasures of molecular inventions; reality-escapers, fantasy-producers that allow us to run and hide.
Reality: a painful rat-race with no escape.
We all need to escape sometimes.
Artificial happiness comes so cheap and easy these days. It’s hard to believe the government or some other institution isn’t doing it on purpose. It’s hard to believe they’re addicting the masses, sedating free-will.
It’s harder to imagine that they aren’t.
Addicting the masses and controlling the cash, a power struggle that’s been going on since the beginning of our species and doesn’t have an end in sight. It won’t ever end.
My father began to look at things in a different light, one that shone bright on the weakness of the human psyche. He started to prescribe pills to anyone, for anything.
Have a headache? Here’s a months supply of Tylenol 3’s; the anti-inflammatory, analgesic with 30 milligrams of codeine in them. They’re harmless… mostly.
Having trouble losing weight? Take 60 milligrams of Ritalin. That’ll help. It’ll also help keep you focused, my father would say as he scribbled the borderline illegible drug name and dose.
There’s always some drug, “medications” to the M.D., an addictive one, which my father could prescribe for any sort of ailment, and it would work wonders on every patient. The patient would go home, take the medication and feel better.
Feel way better.
Then, they’d return to my father’s office and request another miracle drug for another chronic condition.
My father was great at ridding all of life’s little annoyances--the things that affect people daily--with the flick of a pen. In doing that though, he created a different kind of problem. A different sickness, which was darker and stronger than the type of illnesses originally treated, was produced. Dr. Jekyll was creating an army of Mr. Hydes.
He didn’t care though, and that’s what made it easy. When you don’t care about something, it’s easy to forget about. It’s hard to forget about something you hate. Hate is an emotion as commanding as love. Don’t care. Don’t think. Don’t feel.
The drug companies loved him and he was feeling better about himself, because for once in his career he felt like he was actually helping people instead of being continuously disappointed. Let down because some lazy patient wouldn’t listen to his advice had become routine, tiresome. The band-aid fixes that required a simple treatment of magic pills was his new thing. He justified his actions in a simple way that would have been logical to anyone in his position.
Fix people.
Make them happy.
Make them skinny.
Give them bigger muscles.
Take away their pain.
Give them the red pill, the green and yellow one. Give them the blue pill, the one that turns them into demons in the sack with giant pulsating erections.
Give them hope.
Allow them to escape.
* * * * *
Chapter 15—Brown Sugar’s Birthday
Diacetylmorphine: white, odourless, bitter. A crystalline powder derived from morphine had been invented in 1874 by an English chemist, C. R. Wright. The drug that Bayer launched under the trademark Heroin in 1898 was not an original discovery. Scientists had been looking for a non-addictive substitute for morphine, which was--still is--used as a painkiller and in the treatment of respiratory diseases.
Heinrich Dreser, chemist and opportunist, was the first to see heroin’s commercial potential. He also tested it on some of Bayer's workers, and on himself. The workers loved it, some saying it made them feel heroic. This was also the term used by chemists to describe any strong drug; diacetylmorphine is four times stronger than morphine. Creating a brand name was easy.
In November 1898, Dreser presented heroin to the Congress of German Naturalists and Physicians. He claimed it was ten times more effective as a cough medicine than codeine, but had only a tenth of its toxic effects. It was also more effective than morphine as a painkiller. It was safe. It wasn't habit-forming. It was a wonder drug - the Viagra of its day.
The initial response to its launch was overwhelmingly positive. Dreser had written about the drug in medical journals. Studies endorsed his view that heroin could be effective in treating asthma, bronchitis, phthisis and tuberculosis. Mail shots and free samples were sent out by the thousands to physicians in Europe and the US. The label on the samples showed a lion and a globe. An infamous brand of Burmese heroin--Double Globe--uses remarkably similar packaging today. The country where it really took off was the US, where there was already a large population of morphine addicts.
There were heroin pastilles, heroin cough lozenges, heroin tablets, water-soluble heroin salts and a heroin elixir in a glycerin solution. The Boston Medical and Surgical Journal in 1900 wrote that it possessed many advantages over morphine. They said, "It's not hypnotic, and there's no danger of acquiring a habit."
In 1913, Bayer decided to stop making heroin. There had been an explosion of heroin related admissions at New York and Philadelphia hospitals, and in East Coast cities, a substantial population of recreational users was reported. Some supported their habits by collecting and selling scrap metal, hence the name junkie.
Pharmacologically, heroin has the same effect as morphine. But you need only about a quarter as much to get the same effect. It’s also cheaper, quicker and easier to use. As national and international legislation against opiates gathered force after 1914, addicts who wished to continue their habit inevitably switched to heroin. By 1924, 98 percent of New York's drug addicts were thought to be heroin addicts.
The other great change resulting from Dreser's marketing of a faster-acting and more conveniently consumed opiate was a change in the profile of the average opiate abuser. In 1898, the typical morphine addict in Britain or the US was a middle-class woman in her forties. Today's typical addict is an 18-year-old male: teenage escape artists, young Harry Houdini’s.
* * * * *
Chapter 16—The Alternatives
Instead of heroin, there’s Oxycontin, or Vicodin, which are both derivatives of codeine. My father prescribed both. If those weren’t quite strong enough, he’d use morphine. It was reliable and effective. It worked for uncontrollable diarrhoea and almost every pain imaginable, until tolerance developed. The liquid defecate that once evacuated from your ass, marking the source of several embarrassing moments, is now a wish unanswered. Constipation from the devil himself plugs your waste removal system until you feel like a bloated sperm whale washed up on the beach.
Our bodies are like that. We have safety mechanisms set up so that we don’t use too much of a good thing. We crave and twitch and ache when the required blood levels of our favourite narcotics aren’t being met. We shit stones, if we can even do that.
That’s how my father viewed his prescribing. He used what worked. When it stopped working, he used more. When that stopped working, he’d refer them to someone else. They become someone else’s problem. He’d flee the scene.
Escape.
My father, in his own way, did what he could until he could do no more. Temporary satisfaction is what he sought. Tiny bits of accomplishment fed his medical ego until a blind eye swept the inevitable under the carpet. No one will ever be content if they don’t want to be. No one can be healed if they don’t give a shit about their health. Maybe the government has something there.
That was my father’s way of life then. He looked for ways to increase his own happiness, his own satisfaction so that he could be a better doctor. He found a way to relieve himself from his own miseries, an underground tunnel from the antagonistic patients that had him surrounded. He convinced himself this made him a better doctor, a more competent healer. Yeah, that’s why. So he could help people. He was a primary care provider who provided primary care using the tools that modern medicine had provided him. He wasn’t into running tests and waiting weeks or months for the results, though. He wasn’t going to prescribe safer, though slow or less effective types of medications. He sought a better, happier life, which required him to practice differently, the way that many other physicians before him had taken. He was creating a new type of medicine, one that didn’t care about the future, and only wants to see fast, effective results. Maybe it wasn’t so new, and probably not as effective as he thought.
* * * * *
Chapter 17—Conversation
The first moments inside the earthy dwelling tame my mind and I almost forget about what happened at the gas station. The sun is going down and makes looking through the trees seem like the whole world is on fire; shades of red and orange soak through the spaces between pines and birches leaving a background of burning sky. The fading sun reminds me of a different time.
A period of my life when I felt I had escaped the realities of living.
On an island at dusk I walk towards the setting sun. All I can see is blue-black ocean and hot orange sun. Being so close to the equator, I could actually see the mass of hydrogen gas drop every second. It became a glowing red spherical ember, partially in the red-dyed sky, half in the sea below. It looked as though the heavens and the earth were melting together, the sun pressing hard against the vast ocean. It looked as if the water underneath was coming up around the heavenly fire ball, steaming into the air. Heliac boiling the ocean. Water extinguishing the sun.
She never asked my name, she never wanted to know anything more than what I was thinking right at the moment she asked it. We spent hours in silence, comfortable, satiated. We spent twice that much talking about the trees and the animals; how rabbits like to fuck so much, and why.
We laughed at each other’s attempts at comedy and she cried when I told her the story about the squirrel. She said that touched her more than anything ever had.
I don’t remember when I got here; I almost forget how I came.
Marissa showed me where the berries were and that if I ate at least a handful of tree nuts with a cup of legumes that I would never be deficient in protein. Half of my amino acids were coming from the nuts, the others from the beans.
I taught her about science and how my days at the university were scarcely spotted with interesting lectures on the finer workings of the human body. I told her how one time in a gross anatomy lab I walked in on one of my classmates, Carl, with his dick in one of the vaginas laid out for us to dissect. I walked in on him dissecting some grateful, dead lady’s pussy with his erection, poking and prodding it with his boner like some mad, horny doctor. I watched him for a minute until he turned and looked at me. He looked more disgusted in me than I did at him, and pointed at the other 24 formaldehyde drenched pussy projects. Shit or get off the pot, he said. I got off the pot, and locked the door behind me. Carl got into med school the following year. I think he was going to specialize in gynaecology.
That was then.
* * * * *
Chapter 18—Changing To The Same
Do anything long enough and it’s bound to get boring. Ask the doctor, the lawyer, the garbage collector. They’ll tell you the same. Ask the writer, the painter, the singer, the song-writer. If they tell you different, they’re lying.
The married couple who just had their 25th wedding anniversary: bored. Of course they’ll try to tell you that they’re as in love today as they were the day they got married, but they’re lying. Both liars.
The truth is that if you had a porn video of the twenty-five year married couple from the first few times they had sex, when they first got married, when they were lustful and primal and urged for each other’s genitals, it would look much different than their present production. A video of the time they had sex three years after they got married would look heaps different than the video of today. The same sex after 25 years: boring. They’ll tell you it’s just as great.
They’re lying.
Things change so fast.
The car you bought a minute ago already lost a significant percentage of what you paid as soon as you drove it off the lot. There’s a new one already made. Its better on gas, has a better warranty, more sex-appeal.
Technology flies toward then past us at lightning speeds, changing, mutating into something new and transformed. It’s something to keep us--the human race--occupied. Busy, but sedated, un-bored and content. We want new cars, new coffee makers, new bedspreads and new carpet.
We want what we don’t have.
Mark down the street got a new tool set. Sheila in building C: a new cashmere sweater. Have you seen that new cell phone? It can fry an egg in under a minute. Or is that your brain that’s sizzling? Who cares, we want it.
We want new clothes. Fashions come and go, leaving piles of unwanted styles and cuts in its wake. We throw away our once most favourite pair of shoes, the ones we couldn’t do without, for a new set. They look the same. They’re shoes.
That’s the way it is. We get bored. We think too much. We don’t think enough. We want change. We want excitement. Maybe we want to stay the same, we want boredom.
We don’t know what we want.
We act miserable in our own skin, our brains racing with perverted thoughts. Unhappy because we can’t share them, or act upon them, afraid they’re different than everyone else’s. Everyone is like that. They feel the same way, wanting what you and everyone else have.
But somehow we’re happy with our life’s production. At least that’s what we say. Our actions speak for us because they’re not too different than Betty and Bob who live at 431 Shea Crescent.
We want to be different, stand out from the crowd. We say this out loud, but our minds eye sees things differently; we just want to be different without standing out. That’s what we’re really thinking. We’re happy being equivalents, copying everyone else’s actions and not saying what we really think. Happy, happy, happy, but that’s just the Prozac and Welbutrin talking for us. We’re anti-depressed.
It’s not a bad thing, in theory. It’s quite innovative and makes our lives better, easier, faster. Better is good. Making life easy is someone else’s job so we don’t care; faster is, well, faster. Our minds shape what we want and what we want is more. We proceed, take steps, and organize our lives into the rows and columns of our shared ten-story condominium buildings. We’re never satisfied with anything for very long; we want something new, always fresh.
Shiny.
And just like the Jones’ next door, we must keep up.
* * * * *
Chapter 19—Godless Is Dead
The last time I had ever performed on stage I’d already been wishing to deconstruct my success. I was distorted, and failed to reconcile the massive success of my band Godless with my underground roots. My smack addiction played center stage. I felt persecuted by the media and resented anyone who was a fan of the band. They all failed to absorb my view of it. They were unsuccessful at reading my mind.
It was a late show on a Saturday night. Bright lights were blinding my eyes. The paparazzi were getting to my head again.
I went to my dressing room, which I had all to myself by this time in our band’s career. I was pretty reserved and didn’t want to see anybody before any of our shows. I wanted to enjoy the only thing that I cared about in my life. I wanted to get high. I wanted to shoot some China-white, smack some Brown-Sugar and go Downtown.
After finding a vein that hadn’t collapsed yet, I settled into the only thing in the room other than my stash box: my easy chair. It was the only thing besides my stained, ripped clothes, and old school photos that my mother gave me before I moved my ass out of the house to attend university.
It felt like a lifetime ago.
I went through the usual routine: tying off, smacking the blue-green snake that coiled between my bones just under the pale, tight, haven’t-eaten-in-a-week skin. I grabbed the fixings for a good hit: a few shakes from the corner of a bag, a syringe squirt of water. My vein was plump with blood and I was ready to go. I pulled out a vintage lighter, one of those wick and flint types, and held the flame under the spoon, turning the mixture a dark, syrupy brown. The powder melted beautifully. It mixed with the water perfectly. That’s some good shit, I thought. My brain had already sent the signals, notifying the rest of me that everything was going to be all right very soon. I sucked up the dissolved brown sugar through a piece of cotton into the syringe, filtering out any impurities. There weren’t many.
Ready to go.
Three.
Two.
One.
Poke.
Plunge. Like a sweet, syrupy silk-stream travelling through my veins, directly across the blood-brain barrier, into my opiate receptors the liquid flowed. The medicine hit me like a ton of bricks. Brown, heavy, heroin-filled bricks; just what the doctor ordered.
I was flying high, nodding in and out, enjoying my guiltless escape--the usual.
Knock, knock.
Who’s there?
“It’s the concert coordinator.”
“Concert coordinator who?” I asked.
“The concert coordinator that needs to get your druggie ass to the stage”, an unfamiliar voice said; another ghost lugging me to the place where I needed to be.
I waddled and stumbled across the floor toward the door. It took two other dudes holding up my skinny, dope-fiend frame to drag me to where I was supposed to be.
Usually, during a set like this, I’d be standing in front of the mike. This time I was too fucked up to present myself that way. It was obvious, so the ghost-coordinator, who was friendly--couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman--sat me in a chair. A roadie threw a guitar in my hand and placed the microphone four centimetres from my face.
I threw up.
On the mike: barely chewed pieces of one of those corner-store microwave sandwiches and yellow-brown bile. They dripped onto the stage.
The audience didn’t care.
“What audience,” I would say if you asked, barely being able to see the microphone in front of my face with the dim pre-concert lights,
The dope usually made me sick. The amount I had just taken, at least.
The show lights, the gimmicks turned on and fifteen thousand screaming hyenas were dead center in the middle of my narrow, drug-induced perspective. And I sat, and I watched. The humming of the audience against the world’s best pain-killer sounded like I was at a public pool underwater.
The drummer counted us in. I was off time. I was way off time; with my first cord, and my first word. We opened with one of our most popular songs.
I loved it once. That’s what it was called.
I hate it now. That’s how I felt.
I hated it because no one understood what it meant to me, no one saw it for what it was supposed to be. People couldn’t read my mind then, and they sure as hell couldn’t read it now. They saw it for what they wanted to see it for. They stole it like a bunch of plagiarising thieves and made it their own. They had put their stamp on it. They notarized my idea, my thought, like a reader completely missing the point of a great story.
Half way through the second song I was feeling ready to stand up. Feeling groovy, like Garfunkel, not Simon. All nauseous feelings were gone. My legs no longer complete rubber bands.
I was feeling high. I felt like China, enormous, like the amount of dope shot into my veins fifteen minutes before, so I made my way over to some screeching fans in the front row.
On some level, I always figured I needed to pay tribute--somewhat--to the most hard-up, dedicated fans; the ones that waited in the rain, the snow, the bad weather for front row seats, the ones I could relate to. The handful that seemed to understand the music really struck a chord with me.
I was singing the chorus: loud, clear, semi-on-time. The crowd loved it.
Unnoticed by me, like everything else in the world at that moment, I failed to see the problems arising. I was going through the motions, giving the fuck-you finger to everyone, spitting, pretending to take a shit.
Real grungy, rock and roll.
That gave me an idea. I took off my pants, exposing my skinny, half-rubber legs. I turned around, pants down to my ankles and showed my ass to the world. I put my big white moon of a junkie ass right in the middle of the stage, showing it to the cameras, the audience, the producers, and the people that financed this whole event. It hung out like a full moon at the end of its lunar cycle. I bent my knees, sitting, quad-muscles numb, but working--squatting.
I actually tried to shit on stage.
I hadn’t been able to in weeks. I can’t even remember the last time I did. What made me think I could then? I don’t know.
In my hard-drug induced state, I failed to notice that my body and my legs started to shift. My head was losing altitude, but I was still high as a kite. I held my position, squatted, ass hanging out and continued my unidentified descent.
A lonely fan, probably as junked-up as I was, had his head hanging low, pointed at the floor, his hair in his face. His hands were throwing horns--punk rock sign-language. And I was singing the chorus, magical in my mind but terrible out loud, squatting. Falling.
As I came to the end of the chorus, the lyrical peak, the part right before the band goes into the bridge, it all went down. The puny weight of my body, my skinny ass hanging out over my bended knees, my pants down at my ankles--they all fell down to the dude throwing the devil’s symbol.
The center of my crack. My third eye. My brown-star somehow made its way to the hair-in-face fan’s pointer finger--a devil horn--and engulfed it.
All the way in.
I didn’t feel a thing.
That was the great thing about heroin, you didn’t feel…anything.
The weight of my body fell three meters from the stage onto the dude’s horny finger and broke his wrist, bent it back.
I remember hearing the crack.
It stayed like this all the way to the hospital: his pointer, horn-finger up my little junkie ass. His wrist cocked tight sideways, painful, unable to remove it, wedged in the dirty hole of my constipated anus.
The surgeon did some real magic that night.
I don’t remember much after I fell; the left-over smack still pushing its way through my body had put me in a semi-coma. The plunge onto the devil’s hand and the slap on the face by the concrete concert floor helped with my lack of consciousness. The photographs from the paparazzi, from the fan cell phones are reminder enough anyway. Not how I planned to remove myself from the lime-light, I had thought. The evening’s events might have done the trick. I hoped.
The nurse kindly refilled my aching body with a good dose of morphine. The pain lessened in my stretched, sore asshole. She smiled like a goddess, probably the drug-goggles, although I had met my share of naughty nurses, but I didn’t care. I looked over at the TV screen in my hospital room, and through bloodshot eyes I saw it in bold. Black letters filled the glass: JOHNNY COCAINE--INFAMOUS. I knew what that meant and I felt sick to my stomach, but it wasn’t the opiates this time. It was a harsh realization. Below the headline, a picture of me on the floor of the concert stadium with the broken face of the devil punched in my ass: one horn in, one sticking straight out.
* * * * *
Chapter 20—Krebs’s Cocaine Cycle
I didn’t start doing hard drugs until a couple years after getting recognized in the music scene. I’d been exposed to drugs before as a teenager, but nothing like the all-encompassing, life ending one like heroin. I only dabbled with a bit of weed, and nitrous oxide. You know, the whipping cream canisters that you fill a balloon with then breathe the gas in deeply, breathing it back into the balloon, then back into your lungs. We’d do this until our brains became saturated with the toxic fumes and laugh our asses off for thirty seconds. Harmless.
It wasn’t a gateway to anything, save to someplace other than where we weren’t, someplace you can only find by using psychotropic substances, certainly not a gateway toward other drugs.
The first time I’d ever seen anything resembling a hard drug was when I wasn’t recording and I wasn’t touring. It wasn’t during a time that most people would relate to as being a conventional introductory period.
I was in my second last year of university, going through all the regular motions: attending classes, skipping classes, getting drunk and chasing girls--the regular stuff. A friend of mine, who was majoring in some kind of commerce, had some particularly good connections--business connections. He introduced me to a certain number of things, including “study-aids.” He knew people that I’d only seen in movies before. He knew the campus coke-dealer.
Freddy was his name to all that knew him, but I suspect his real name was something different, they always are. The name fit his career choice and reminded me of the horror-show character that wears a glove with knives for fingers, sneaking into people’s dreams and hazily killing them in their sleep. Freddy went around killing people in a way that wasn’t noticeable until it was too late. He would go around and dig and scrape his claws into unsuspecting victims--the dreamers--and fill their bloody wounds with an effective anaesthetic, a white, powdery, mind-numbing anaesthetic.
I had never met Freddy when my commerce friend Jimmy came to my on-campus residence with two, tiny corners of a sandwich bag, the size of half a thumb thick. They had white, rocky-powder inside. The bags looked like little triangular pillows stuffed full, sealed with a granny knot. Pillows they resembled, but sleep they did not provide. He threw them on the desk where I was reading a particularly frustrating section on human metabolism trying to memorize the contents.
“Check that shit, brother,” he said tossing the baggies onto the middle of a text-page filled with chemical names and structures that wound around, the end meeting the beginning--the Krebs cycle.
“Is that what I think it is?” I said.
“Damn right it is, brother. It’s our study aid,” Jimmy was being persuasive.
I questioned his credibility.
“Study aid?”
He said, “Yeah, study aid. A mid-term pick-me-up. He said, “A little white-gold, brother.”
Jimmy always called me brother. I called him the same name. We’d known each other for about a year before we had started our first year of university, meeting at a dead-end job where a monkey could do what we did. We instantly bonded, which is rare if you knew me, and became best friends. Jimmy was an eccentric guy. His hair was long and if he didn’t dye it dark brown it was a lighter shade of brown. His bangs would hang in front of his eyes, hiding the hazel that matched the color of my own eyes almost perfectly. Our eyes almost looked exactly the same, and most people would ask if we were brothers based on our appearances and how we acted with each other.
Jimmy and Johnny--brothers.
He stood a few inches taller than me but had a less stalky build. I had been into a few sports back in high school, mostly to keep me out of trouble my parents would say, which led to my lean physique. Jimmy, on the other hand, was a musician. A damn fine one. I had never appreciated classical music before I met him, but he played Chopin, Dvorjak, Beethoven and Bach in a way that was nothing else but enlightening. He was energetic; he had a lot to say. He had ideas that were sometimes genius, and sometimes fogged over with the smoke of a freshly cashed joint. I was calm and collected--when I was calm and collected--being a little short-fused sometimes and uber-judgmental about myself. Jimmy had a fuse that went on forever. I’d never seen him upset, not once. Not to say he wasn’t a logical guy or smart in the most general of senses because he was, beyond measure. He was a little more artsy. A little gayer. He was gay. He was the first gay man I’d ever known for certainty. I was the first person he’d ever told.
I’d only seen cocaine on TV, in the movies, and my heart started to race with nervous excitement. I felt bad. Like Dirty Harry bad. Not bad like the cat that just took a shit on your new carpet, but bad like I was a kid about to do something that all his life had been told was wrong. Like breaking the rules and not getting caught bad. That bad.
Both Jimmy and I had never experienced the hard, white powder, but we’d seen enough movies to know exactly what to do. So, like curious little monkeys, we explored the unknown without wasting any time.
Obtaining the tiny bags became a pleasure to the senses, a relief to the mind knowing that in a few minutes we’d be flying high, feeling the surge of dopamine stream through our blood. An escape from reality. The first time wasn’t any different in the sense that we were both excited and anxious about the new experience. After a while we got pretty tired of the miniature knots that tied the bags. The experience transformed into a habit.
At first we saw the point. It kept the bag sealed so none of the over priced coke would fall out. After twenty, fifty--I don’t know--a hundred bags, the knot holding our precious snow became a major pain in the ass.
We both sat down in front of the small study desk that came with the dorm room I was renting. The wooden desk was big enough for one person, and had the scars of many previous students’ frustrations carved into it. I cleared the books off and set the table.
We knew we needed some kind of delivery system to get the powder into our bodies. We were reckless, but we weren’t needle pokers. Snorting was the way to go.
I’ve heard of people mixing it with water and drinking it, but that didn’t seem nearly as glamorous as chopping lines and snorting them.
Not nearly as glamorous.
Jimmy took one of the bags and began to untie the keebler-sized knot at the top, a knot that only an elf could tie with its miniature hands and tiny little fingers. Jimmy was struggling to say the least. Everyone did.
I took the straw from an old drink cup, one of those generic, fast-food restaurant ones you can find anywhere. It wasn’t as skinny as a piece of spaghetti. Not like the little drinking straws we’d get and throw out instantly because we knew we couldn’t suck anything with them, ending the annoyance by drinking out of the paper cup as if it were a proper glass. The one I readied was very typical, like the yellowy-striped ones that the golden arches supplied; only this one was white, like the driven snow. Like the coke that Jimmy finally poured out from the elf-sized bag.
I rinsed the plastic with water then cut two pieces from it. Each was as big as I thought would suffice, not knowing how big was big enough. After drying the sniffing devices next to a fan in my hobbit-sized dwelling, evaporating any water that could possibly cause any powder to stick to the inside, I put them on the table. One if front of Jimmy, the other in front of me.
“I think we have to cut it up. Make it more powdery, or something,” Jimmy said.
“Yeah, it looks chunky, and it always looks uniform and powder-like whenever I’ve seen it in movies,” I said, remembering Al Pacino at the end of Scar Face.
People always used credit cards or some other kind of card to cut it up. At least that’s what the movies showed. My non-biological brother and I were thinking at the same time and we both reached for our wallets. He got to his first and pulled out a card with a shiny, holographic sticker of a bird on one of the bottom corners.
“This’ll work,” He said.
Working slowly, carefully, like someone who was new to something and didn’t want to make any mistakes. The two bags weren’t cheap; the half of one spilled on the table in front of us cost fifty bucks--beer money for the whole weekend. Jimmy started to chop away at the grainy powder with the card. Little white specks were shooting off the table.
“Careful, you’re getting it all over the floor, man.”
“This is harder than it looks. I’m trying,” Jimmy said half annoyed.
“I have an idea”, and grabbed the money producing, soul-stealing credit card away from my friend. I moved the powder into a small pile, about the size of a Loonie--one of those gold Canadian dollar coins. I made a small mound of white, semi-chopped powder in the center of the table and pressed down on the middle of the card, horizontally, giving me the most surface area. I pressed hard but gently, squishing the blow-caine into the table. As I lifted the card up, I noticed that it had about a quarter of the coke stuck to it. I grabbed my part of the straw and scraped it down into the remaining powder, which was now flattened and more broken up than before.
“There,” I said and handed the card back to Jimmy.
“No, you do it. It looks like you have a better idea of what to do than me anyway.”
So I continued with my plan of turning the larger grains of hard, hard-drug into tiny, super-absorbable powder. I moved the pile back and forth, chopping with the card vertically so that the hard, thin line of plastic acted like a small knife.
Just like the movies.
I continued to move the card up and down, pushing the coke back and forth, making sure to get every little piece of pebble smashed into a perfect powder.
“There, that should do it.” I said pleased. The powder of the previously grainy cocaine was now lying in a nice little pile in the middle of the table.
“We need to make lines out of it,” Jimmy said.
I answered, “Yeah, for sure, that’s what the rock stars do,” half serious, half joking.
“You do it.”
“Alright.”
I wanted to do it anyway; I always liked the pain before the pleasure, the work before the prize. And, even though I had never tasted, smelled or even snorted the snow-white powder lying on the table in front of us, this would become part of my new-found habit as well. The business of chopping lines, cutting the coke, getting the drug ready for administration would be my job. My labour of love.
First, I pushed the whole pile into an even line about the width of my thumb and roughly the same length, noticing how the amount of blow looked significantly greater now than before I had cut it up. I took the edge of the credit card and pulled from the front of the pile a line about one fourth the size of the entire freshly chopped pile. I moved the smaller line away from its tiny, winter wonderland, separating it from the rest. I slowly moved the card sideways, from left to right, but not too far, just far enough to extend the thin white line to make it the length of the card itself.
“Seems like a good size no?” I asked Jimmy who looked intently at the freshly created line of powder on the table.
“Yeah, man, perfect.”
It was perfect. That’s why I got to do it all the time. Because I did it well once, and I could do it well all the time.
I did the same thing to a second line as I had to the first, pulling a quarter-pile from the larger one that remained. I made it exactly the same size. I laid the card on the table, now coated with a thin film of white powder on the bottom and said, “There. Done. You wanna go first, brother?” We both hesitated for a few seconds before speaking simultaneously.
“Together.”
We grabbed the snorting straws from the table in front of us and leaned in toward the thin white lines that were sitting patiently in front of us.
“I’m gonna do half in one nostril, than half in the other.” I said.
“Me too,” Jimmy was convinced.
I leaned over the table and placed the bottom of the straw at the starting line of the line in front of me. I had always seen people on TV closing one of their nostrils by pressing a finger to the outside of it, so I did the same. I later figured out that this was unnecessary, and snorting powder--cocaine or whatever--worked fine with both nostrils open. Leaning in I breathed out slowly to clear my lungs of the air inside, soft enough not to blow the finely chopped powder all around the room. Jimmy did the same thing. Then we started the snorting race, only until the middle of the line at the pre-planned rest stop where we had run out of breath.
Had we known before how much was in that first line, we probably would’ve stopped there. But we didn’t, so we did the other half in the other nostril as planned. We mimicked the route of the first part of the race and continued toward the finish line, putting our straws down on the table after our respective white lines were just shadows on top of the wooden working table. We snorted the coke deep into our nasal cavities. The powder was so finely chopped that not a trace fell out; everything was inside being absorbed by our mucus membranes.
“It doesn’t even burn,” I said, somewhat surprised.
“No, do you feel anything yet?” Jimmy asked.
“I don’t think so.”
“Me neither.”
We were still sitting at the wooden study table looking at the pile of white powder left over, our eyes scanning the straws then the shelf of textbooks that rested above the table. I looked over at Jimmy, now looking at me, and we both had the biggest shit-eating grins on our faces. Our eyes were only semi-open, but very aware. Relaxed but focused. The rush of dopamine was beginning to take its toll on our behaviour and we unnoticeably started to talk.
And talk.
And talk.
We talked for hours about everything. We talked about the weather, the trees, how the leaves blew in different directions but the breeze was going one way.
We talked about things that didn’t need to be talked about, the kind of stuff most people shoot-the-shit about. We did it at a hundred kilometres an hour. Our minds were racing in all different directions, but they were on the same road.
We talked about school, and took out our textbooks referring to particular passages within the chapters that really meant something to us.
We argued, but in the most civilized manner about philosophical issues. We talked about the meaning life and everything else imaginable that was in it.
We forgot where we were and what we were doing there. We let the drug take the reigns and ride us into our next lines, which we did shortly after the two-hour mark.
Oh how I wished that’s how it would’ve stayed. I wished that’s how the innocent magical substance that Freud and so many others of his time praised as some sort of wonder drug would’ve remained. I wished it would’ve stayed as innocent as it appeared: soft, mini, triangular pillows. Before we realized its full potential. Before it was too late.
The way cocaine works is by binding to the dopamine receptors in your brain. The chemical takes the place of your normal dopamine molecules and blocks the reuptake of any circulating dopamine. The result is the production of more dopamine because your body thinks that you don’t have enough in your system, which is completely false, and you end up with an increase in its production.
Dopamine is responsible for emotions, for thinking and eating. It’s responsible for a lot of things actually, but for all intensive purposes, it basically makes you feel good, along with serotonin, but that’s a whole other story. The high from a few milligrams of good-quality blow is equated to how you feel when you are the most relaxed and the most focused at the same time. Not a care in the world, like you just banged your high school sweetheart for the first time, ate the best meal of your life, and woke up from the best sleep you’ve ever had--all at the same time.
I learned most of this from a textbook. It was the same book that told me not to experiment with health-damaging substances. But how can you tell someone how good something feels then say don’t do it. That’s like giving a kid a chocolate chip cookie, showing them the jar-full then saying not to eat anymore. Adults aren’t as grown up as they think they are, at least not the inquisitive ones.
I could sit and study monotonous topics like medical terminology or complex mathematics for hours on end like it was the best thing in the world. Or talk to anyone, about anything, anytime, and enjoy it.
It made mine and Jimmy’s lives easy for the first few months of casual use, abusing the biochemicals in our brains strictly for studying purposes. We’d even spend hours, whole nights studying or talking about what we were studying. We’d look at class topics more in-depth than required, searching for other books to answer the questions that created more questions, requiring us to search for more answers. It was great and made school interesting, more fun. It changed how we viewed things, how we participated in life--whatever reality we created for ourselves at the time.
It was fantastic but didn’t come without a cost, physiologically and financially.
* * * * *
Chapter 21—Where Are We?
Soon after landing in the green oasis of Marissa’s hidden paradise, I wonder how she managed to find such a hidden gem. I wonder where exactly I am and if anyone else knows about it. I want to stay hidden, but I also want to know how to go somewhere else if needed.
A week after the car explosion, I ask Marissa about her discovery and for how long she’s been able to remain unnoticed.
“Three years”, she says. “I’ve been here the whole time by myself; well, with the other animals and stuff, but yeah, about three years.” She says she knows roughly what month it is by the color of the leaves on the trees and which ones are producing fruit. “We’re in Northern California somewhere. Not exactly sure, but I ended up here from Seattle.”
Marissa’s intelligent.
I feel hidden, and Marissa is comforting, like a friend. We don’t know each other that well, but it feels like we’ve known each other for a long time. It’s an instant friendship like mine and Jimmy’s. I almost forget the day I ended up in the cool embrace of Marissa’s hidden land.
She says it reminds her of the time she spent in Southeast Asia--the landscape--backpacking around, trying to get away from whatever it was she was trying to get away from, whatever anyone ever wants to leave. She tells me that everyone who travels alone to Europe or Asia to backpack around and find themselves is really only finding other people. She tells me how the only people she ever met were the same stinking, stupid backpackers that thought just because they were on the same “journey”, that they were trying to “find themselves, man” they could befriend her.
She hated that.
She feels as though the only thing they were doing was running from a shitty life back in America, or Germany, France or England--somewhere they couldn’t hack it.
She didn’t want to meet or talk or share a large bottle of cheap beer with any of them. She wanted to find a place all her own, not someone else’s. She didn’t want to share a room with three other people from three other countries, all hammering on about how this is “so cool,” or that’s “totally awesome.” She didn’t want to hear about what they saw or what they did. She didn’t want their opinion on where to eat or where to sleep. That was the point; she wanted to get away from all that, away from people telling her what to do, from what she called the electrical umbilical cord. She wants to cut the cord to society and run from all of the noise she hates in the world. She wants to drown herself in her own thoughts, her emotions.
She thinks that the only way to truly get at what she feels most--what’s the most real for her--is to be completely alone. To dive deep into the cold water of another land that wasn’t Green, or Thai, or Icy. She wasn’t able to do that then, and I worried she isn’t able to do that now, because now I’m her invader.
I feel a little guilty. Responsible for intruding on Marissa’s secret garden, but she offered. After she told me about her trip to foreign lands a lot of things started to make a bit more sense. People are trying to be close to each other as far away as possible. The invention of the phone, the internet--our creations of distant communication--makes it easy to stay connected without having to smell their breath.
It seems to me you either need to kill yourself or deal with it. Deal with the reality that we live and die, and need each other--at least partly. Most people don’t want to deal with reality, though.
I avoid talking to Marissa about my past, the one I’m trying to leave. We continue to have conversations about everything else instead. Good quality, intellectual talks, like the ones Jimmy and I used to have during our coked-out university days.
I forgot about drugs. Talking with her made me happy and I feel the rush of living again. We’re in a place where dreams are made. A place where we can tear our previous selves apart and start over from scratch.
My body is starting to get back to its healthy state from all the organic fruit and vegetables that Marissa and I are eating. All the fresh water from the spring is cleaning my liver and kidneys of the toxins built up from years past. My face isn’t looking so gaunt and skeletal, and my ribs have a bit of muscle around them now and aren’t poking out of my skin. I’m re-coming the handsome man my mother always said I was. I’m looking more like Jonathan Cochrane, and less like Johnny Cocaine.
A few more weeks pass and Marissa’s company is beginning to feel like something I can’t do without now. She feels safe, secure and real. I’m sure she feels the same way because although we hadn’t crossed that line, her sexual tension is obviously building. I know mine is. Her flower’s in full bloom and it’s intoxicating.
I think I made a mistake when I told her where I went to university after she said that she was from the same place--Seattle. Marissa’s a couple years younger than I am, but if she comes from that place she’d surely find out about Johnny Cocaine, and that would ruin everything.
“Do you know about grunge music, John?” Marissa asks randomly.
Shit, I think. This is exactly what I don’t want to happen. I can’t lie to her, she’s too real for that and I don’t want to stain her with my self-conscious.
“I’ve heard of it,” I say without putting in too much effort.
“You lived in Seattle didn’t you?”
I realize that I haven’t told her what I did after graduation.
“Yeah, I went to school there.”
“Well if you lived in Seattle, judging by our time lines would have been around the same time as me. You must have at least heard about bands like Nirvana, Soundgarden…”
Marissa lists off a few more bands from the infamous grunge scene then concludes with one of the most famous of all--my band--Godless.
I don’t hint to her that I was part of that whole mess, and don’t want to. I enjoy that she doesn’t know who I am or recognize me. That’s the plan.
“Yeah, I guess I’ve heard of those bands. Did you have a favourite?”
“I don’t know. I don’t really like that music. But there was one guy, a singer. I felt a little connected to him. I think I understood where he was coming from.”
I hope she doesn’t say it.
“Johnny Cocaine. Have you heard of him?” Marissa says looking up at me looking down.
“Yes.”
“Apparently he committed suicide or something. No one’s heard from him for awhile now. I heard he wanted to escape. Flee the scene.”
“What do you mean by that? Why do you think he wanted to leave,” I ask nervously.
She says, “Johnny said once that everything became fabricated, fake. He was tormented by his success and wanted it to all go away I guess.”
“Wouldn’t a lot of people think that’s crazy?” I ask, playing up the role of ignorance.
“Yeah, but he wasn’t a lot of people.”
I nod in agreement.
She says, “But because he had a band, he felt something was owed to them, so he stayed for as long as he could--In body at least.”
“In body?” I ask. “What do you mean by that?”
I already knew the answer.
“Well, he began to do hard drugs. At first it really helped him. It was a coping mechanism that wasn’t all encompassing. But that all changed once the drug took over.”
“He definitely was a burn out.” I say jokingly, about myself.
Marissa isn’t joking. She barely hears what I say, and is trying to think of the words to explain what she means.
She says, “Johnny Cocaine was a rock star, a grunge-god to millions of people. He’d get up on stage night after night and play the stadiums. All the songs he wrote. Why would he ever want to leave all that?” She asked, rhetorically. “He didn’t write those songs for them. He wrote them for himself. He wasn’t into playing big shows or staying in fancy hotels or eating at the finest restaurants. He knew that that’s what everyone wanted him to do. What they expected. His thoughts, his music, what used to be his own: he was losing it all by being famous. His art, his creation, was becoming everyone else’s too. The more famous he got, the more he lost. He wanted to escape the grip that his fans had on him and his mind--evade the musical thought control his fame instilled. People began to shape his music. He wasn’t writing songs for himself anymore. He wasn’t writing because he wanted to, or for personal reasons. No, he was writing for everyone else, for the masses, and it changed him.”
“It sounds like you’ve thought a lot about this.” I say.
“I can relate”
“But why did he have to go and kill himself? Couldn’t he have just stopped performing, quit doing concerts. You know, stay out of the lime light?”
“How? He was Johnny Cocaine. How do you just stop being who you are? Do you think Cher could just change her name, stop doing her disco tours and go to a regular shopping mall to buy a bag of apples?”
I’m shaking my head.
“Do you think Mick Jagger could just wear a suit instead of those fucking tight-ass pants, those fruity feather boas and just waltz down main-street unaffected?”
I don’t think so.
“How about the pope? With so many psychotic Christian followers, do you think he could just step out of his protected carriage, stroll out of the Vatican through the streets, discontinuing his pope-man-ship, and just exist like you or I?”
No, he probably can’t.
Marissa’s making sense. After becoming a public figure--someone famous-- it’s impossible to go back. In no way can you ever just live, separate from everyone else with your own thoughts and your own mind. You can’t go back to living without your actions reflecting what everyone else wants you to do, what everyone else thinks you should do. Everyone’s a reflection of you. You: a reflection of everyone else.
“He killed himself. Think about all the famous ones who did.” She says, “Like Chris Acland, the drummer for Lush. He hung himself in his parent’s house. Or Chet Baker, the jazz musician. They found him found dead on the Zeedijk, the street below his second-story room at the Prins Hendrik Hotel in Amsterdam. Kathy Change was a West Philadelphia performance artist and political activist who killed herself in an act of self-immolation on the University of Pennsylvania campus in 1996. Or what about Alasdair Clayre? He ended his life by jumping in front of a train. Harry Houdini died during his final act. His ode to the world. His big fuck you. No celebrity can plan it. No one can predict the future.”
I think of the gypsy.
They were doing what made them feel good, and it became what felt good for everyone else, but no one really knew why they felt good because the feelings drifted so far away from themselves. The only way out is to give in and die. Blow your brains out with a shot gun. Down a bottle of pain pills or jump off a bridge in the North of California.
Marissa jumped off the same bridge I walked down. We’re both trying to run and hide. My years of drug abuse make me feel dead enough sometimes. She says that she planned on dying, but the water was too deep, or the bridge to undersized. Not a murderous bridge.
“That’s how I found this place,” she says.
I look down at my feet.
“Through dying I became free.”
Funny how things work out.
* * * * *
Chapter 22—John And Mary
One particularly beautiful evening when the sun was just an ember at the bottom of the sky, I looked around and realized something. I realized that no pill, no place, not Thailand, not Greenland, not even Finland will be mine. The voices in my head, of the media, of everyone else are just that--voices. They speak in different languages, but I understand them as my native tongue. I hear them out loud, but no one else can. My thoughts are mine; my actions: everyone else’s. I’m an actor on stage; the hot, bright lights blind me as I wait for the director’s command: my next move, my next action. All of it followed by the audiences reactions. They’re all plugged in. The transmission is televised.
I decide what they see.
I’m calling the shots now.
Marissa’s sitting over by the fountain of pure water. We named it the fountain of escape. Maybe if we dive down into the cool water it will lead to another world, another place, away from everything and everyone--somewhere between the devil and the deep blue sea.
We don’t feel like running from each other. We’re invaders to one another, but we feel odd because it’s comfortable.
Like old friends.
Marissa bends down to the crystal liquid and dips her hands in, making small scoops that lift the water to her face. She does this every morning. I notice her pushing an index finger into one of her eyes. It looks like she’s about to poke it out when she pulls it away, a tiny, clear cornea stuck to the end of it.
It’s green.
The green I thought her eyes had been.
The color reminded me of the person that didn’t recognize me at the gas station. The same, fake-green. Marissa’s real eyes are hazel, like mine. They have a center of honey-brown, with a light green halo surrounding them.
“I didn’t know you wore contact lenses,” I say.
“Yeah, I changed a lot. I changed how I looked in order to get away. I didn’t want anyone to recognize me so I became un-recognizable.” She giggles and it’s familiar.
“What else did you change? I mean, how did you look before?” I ask.
“Well, just the simple stuff: my hair, my tits, my eyes and nose. I used to have lighter brown hair--kinda mousy.”
She looks down and smiles, remembering. “I dye it all the time out of habit. I haven’t run into anyone I used to know for a long time now.”
“You had plastic surgery?” Referring to her perfectly shaped breasts.
“Yeah, it was cheap in Thailand, so I did it. Don’t know if I’d do it again, but I kinda like em.” She grabs her chest, which bounces a bit. She tells me to tell her if they feel real.
They do.
“And then you capped it off with some green contact lenses.”
She nods.
“I used to look a hell of a lot different too,” I say. “My old self is starting to come back now, but I don’t think I’ll ever look the same as I did ten years ago, ten months ago even.”
“What do you mean?” Marissa’s inquisitive.
“I’m an ex-junkie. An old smack-head. A retired needle poker.”
“No shit?”
I say, “No shit. That was a different time, though. A long time ago. I want to forget about all of it.”
She can relate.
“My body is starting to take its shape again, but the wrinkles on my skin can only be fixed with plastic, which I refuse to do. People are plastic enough I say.”
Marissa looks down, almost embarrassingly at her chest, then laughs.
“At one time I used to weigh 50 KG. My hair hung down to my shoulders. A dirty drug-addicted musician,” I say.
My body was starting to go back to normal. I would guess that I was around 65 KG now. I had shaved my head when I decided to leave the city, trying to remove any remaining “grunge” from my system.
I’m looking down into the water at Marissa washing her face and taking out her eyes--her green eyes. Both of her contact lenses are out, and she splashes another handful of water on her face.
The water sparks a memory in me, or washes her hidden identity clean. She looks like someone I know. I can smell rose oil. Patchouli and sandalwood. I look past the dyed hair and plastic breasts. She looks older than I remember. She is older--ten years older.
The same time I’m noticing her, she has a look on her face like she’s seen a ghost; a shadowy figure from the past. We look deep into each other’s eyes, and memories flash.
“Mary?” “Jonathan?”
We both question the other’s name at the same time. Nothing else is said as we throw ourselves at each other. Our bodies meet, the feeling comes back like blood rushing to previously frost-bitten fingers. The smell of her perfume mixed with the scent of her skin, the texture: reminders of a previously golden time, when we were younger and had evaded time itself with the primal act of love-making.
The sun is gone now. There’s a lot to say. There’s a lot of nothing to say.
Mary and I lay together under the stars. We look through them, past the bright lights that make us visible to other people; past the realities of our existence, into the deep-dark space where we we’re invisible to everyone, but not ourselves. The scent of night-blooming jasmine flowers soak the air, rose and patchouli sear off our skin from the passionate heat that fills our reunited bodies.