
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
  


  A Self-portrait


  
    Here sits Dr. Charles Fleischman, famed and despised inventor transformed into forgotten old man, VR headset on, wrapped in the warped projection of a beach, the waves perfectly curling into the sand. He can hear the frenzied screech of famished seagulls, the soft, nearly inaudible crunching of foot onto smooth untrodden sand.


    Yet no footprints ever appear, no seaweed tumbles in and out, no man-o-war surfs in to dry on on the tide's edge. Charles’s breathing becomes slow and labored, so he presses a button on the remote.


    The scene dissolves into a lush forest, Northern California redwoods each being swallowed by a mouth of ferns. The scene is lit by glowing bands of sunlight striking the ground at a contrived angle. A fat, clean squirrel shimmies up a trunk, the scratching of his claws making a pleasing, hollow noise. Charles feels that this is the sound of confident movement; of a creature intrinsically connected to the environment in which he has been thrust. The squirrel stops and stares at Charles, his nose twitching, and licks his paws. Charles returns the stare for a moment before pressing the button.


    The forest fades into a city park in the spring, new leaves hanging on trees, a lingering dampness moistening the mind, smearing a numb sense of apathy and lust into all thoughts. Children run and throw a Frisbee, catching it every time, while happy families picnic in shady spots all over the inviting lawn. A woman is reading a book, sitting on a park bench. She looks up at Charles and smiles.


    The woman is glistening. Charles mentally moves towards her, his body bobbing with a slightly unnatural gait. The woman’s book becomes a clump of gelatin spreading between her fingers. She gurgles a small laugh and Charles believes he laughs, too. The laughter gains intensity, until a shadow clouds his reverie, seeping in from all sides. It is provocatively shaped and penetrates the frame from every direction. It overcomes the park, the bench, even the air, pushing the woman and Charles towards a center point, concentrating all sounds to only those existing between them.


    The laughter is replaced by a dripping sigh. The woman frowns and begins to slide down a dim, lengthening hallway, pulled or pushed by the shadow's crushing force. She holds out her hands to Charles as she is moved into a larger room surrounded by doors. With a cough, they burst open at once, bluish-green light glowing from each. Clones of the woman slither out from every door, gather the woman up and carry her towards a central door at the end of the room. A massive inhalation pulls the door inward and sucks all of the women inside. It slams shut after the last is taken.


    Charles runs after them and, reaching the end of the hall, stops. The door is marked “Storage Bay 271.” He pushes his shoulder into the door and it gives way.


    The clones are lined up in rows, hundreds deep. He calls out to them.


    “Wait!”


    Robotic arms descend from the ceiling and grip each of the women. Their limbs are methodically removed and replaced with other limbs. Arms are replaced with legs, legs with arms. Some clones receive human legs, some equine, while others acquire the arms of gorillas, the wings of giant prehistoric birds, and yet, the women’s heads remain the same in this mechanized dance. And on each head, he sees the same thing: a disappointed, disinterested and glossy gaze. Charles retreats from the room and tries to run away, but he is tripped by a pack of cat-like creatures, humming and purring and gnashing at each other. Charles feels them crawling into his pant legs, pushing and yelping as they work their way up, up, up his legs. They manage to all converge on his crotch, and Charles arches his back in pain.


    A familiar man appears above him, his face occluded in darkness. He stoops over Charles and smiles.


    “Quit fucking around,” he says, blood flowing freely from his eyeless sockets.


    The remote falls and bounces off of the floor, clicking off the VR and rousing Charles from his delusion.


    “Nurse! NURSE!” He screams.

  


  
    Imagine a flash bulb firing at this precise moment. You would see the real Charles Fleischman draped in his old man sweater: a grayish-blue v-neck flecked with some formally fluid substance. His face scrubby with thin gray hair barely disguises the cavernous scars of youth; his hair but a crown of wispy white; his mouth perpetually agape, tongue set way back as if in death; his hands quivering, covered with a translucent, mottled skin.
  


  
    Charles rips off the headset, revealing wide, haunted eyes.


    A nurse enters the room, and turns on the lights.


    “Dr. Fleshman,” she softly says, bending down to pick up the headset. “What’s the matter? Dream again?”


    His mouth relaxes and closes; his eyes die down into repose.


    “Yes.”


    “We can stop those, you know. No reason to dream if it upsets you.”


    “I’m not upset. I would like some whiskey.”


    “You know we don’t have any whiskey, Doctor,” the nurse says with a smile, gently slapping Charles on the shoulder. Her dark, long hair gleams even under the pasty fluorescent light offered by the room. Her porcelain skin, ruby, full lips and short, slim nose are in keeping with the current fashion. Her beauty is lost on the man in the photograph, for he only longs to see the other one, the one she was, the one who will appear again should the young nurse decide to bear children.


    “How about something to calm you?”


    “No, thank you. I’m okay now. I would like to return to my room.”


    The nurse pats his shoulder again and nods.


    “Okay. I’ll send Elian in to assist you.”


    Charles Fleishman waits in a wheelchair, staring at the plastic screen which divides his part of the room. He counts the seams between its panels and imagines taking apart the entire thing, unwrapping it and laying out the leaves on the ground. He sees a boat can be constructed from them: a small, light boat that will fit just one. A single leaf from the screen will serve as a sail, while the others will make up the body of the craft.


    I’m already launching out to sea, he thinks.


    “Okay, Doc, let’s roll,” Elian casually announces as he enters the room. Elian’s good looks are not as fashionable as the nurse's, recalling a mode from around a decade ago. His skin shows signs of aging, but not significant enough for Elian to swamp his finances quite yet. Charles anticipates Elian will hold out for another few years before seeking an upgrade.


    “Indeed, let us roll. I have some final work I need to attend to.”


    Elian wheels the chair with the doctor down the hallway of the facility. As they move through the corridors, the flourescent lights flicker, like a camera flashing over and over again, and each photograph captures some generic pastiche of life in the convalescent home, and the nurses all have dark, raven hair, gleaming prettily under the flood of that bad lighting.

  


  Part One - Reverse Engineer


  Abstract


  You are reading this, my story, because you are either curious, receiving academic instruction or because I have employed you in some capacity. I hope you identify yourself with the first of these options, as my darkest moments lie in the shadow of your rejection, your aggressive ridicule of me. You punished me for everything, for my appearance, my relationships, my contributions; and you fabricated my history with any bits of information that could be, when combined, fantastically distorted.


  You built me, destroyed me, and now I ask that you reconstruct me, witness my life and understand my mind enough to skin the mask that you fashioned. In the pages to follow you will find the good and bad parts of me, and at times each of these inseparable titans declares victory.


  I will not apologize. I will not defer blame.


  That I should seek your attention, maybe even affection, seems foolish at my age, but any bitterness I have for you is betrayed by this delusional need to be forgiven, and, I suppose, to forgive you. This is not a plea for amnesia, for I have little left aside from my memories. This is an abstract for a study I have conducted, and the research to follow is my life’s data, transcribed as I recall it.


  If you will, I ask you save your judgments for my concluding statement, set to occur in the final chapter. It is not easily accomplished, I realize, but few truly important requests are. At the end of this memoir you will find a vision of my death. Given my strange fame, perhaps this one detail will be enough to propel you.


  Charles W. Fleischman, PhD

  Sacramento, California


  Chapter One - A Past Vision of the Present Future


  I can hear the mockingbirds that gather in trees near the window of my room. I dont know that I particularly care for their cries, and Im not sure if comprehension would improve this inclination. Every creature Ive known, intimately or otherwise, owns about as much importance as any other no matter how big or small, so why should I care to hear the complaints of a whistling bird? Food, sex, shelter, joy, sadness, indifference. How many songs must be written, and in how many tongues? 


  I communicate to you from a dormitory for ancients, my current and final residence, under the assumption that this might be a peaceful retreat from the noisiest of gods creatures. Youll hear your share of complaints, this much is certain, but the occasional rage is dampened by corridors lined with slouching bags of flesh—men and women in oversized outfits. Slack-jawed with blotchy thin skin, their decaying clothes limply draped over them like circus tents, bones projecting like poles underneath, lips flapping like ragged entrances to a dark show. All day they sit listening to the hum of the lights above. These are my neighbors, my community in repose. They know who I am.


  Although the accommodations are among the best to be found, my cohorts are not of a high caliber. Gone are the days of elegance in decline: widowed ladies in their cemented hairdos, fedora warmed fathers with cardigans smelling of cigars and salted meats, an inherent respect for the end of life. Instead, this home, once teeming with the richly-retired, now contains only the cantankerous, the religious, the awkward and misunderstoodappendages of families who do not know what to do with their life-resistant relatives.


  Most of you have never seen such a place, nor will you ever, or at least not anytime soon. You would consider it an insane asylum, no doubt, as you cannot perceive why a person would choose this, why someone who can clearly afford medical assistance would instead elect to shuffle down the halls of drooling men and women, even embrace it! Consider this the first difference between you and I. Mark it with a one, if you like.


  Were you to take a walk through my residence, you would see that each apartment houses another church and each tenant serves as its professor, making a wheelchair roll past the myriad open rooms like a trip to a spiritual buffet. Nothing has been adapted, no rules have been rewritten for the ageless; these prayers are to vengeful and unyielding gods, gods who ignore you just as you have ignored them in better times.


  Me? I am a not religious, so I find the demonstrations to be merely theatrical. But Im keen enough to realize that not everyone is of one mind; not everyone has the capacity to insulate themselves from possibility. Some must serve an unseen lord, otherwise the madness of their life-resistance would grip them in the night, and they would flee this place and run straight to their doctor to line up a new heart, a new liver, some good eyes, maybe a pair of healthy, pink lungs and a carton of unfiltered cigarettes. Religion saves them from such a departure. The fear of death guides them to death. Ironic, isnt it?


  If I indulge myself and apply some degree of rationality to creationism, I would first surrender to the fact that god is not out there. Even if you disagree with my lack of spirituality, you cannot dispute that if a creator exists, he turned off the lights and departed long ago, left us to find our own way with the materials of creation. I like to think that there are better planets out there in the universe. Planets that a god created with more refinement, with a subtly born of maturity, where the grand experiment evolved into a greater success, and the beings survive yet in a garden. However, if god is anything like us, I have little faith he has done better than what we have right here.


  *****


  I am an uncomplicated man, someone who prefers blunt speech, data and fact, yet I feel I must show you something that will serve as an analogy for a large, mysterious portion of my story: my visions. Simply put, they are the orienting force of my life, and they have never been formally discussed by me before this report. Allow me to provide you with some context.


  On the shelf in my home is a collection of magazines containing an old serial story published in the early part of the 20th century. In it a man travels to the moon. Of course this was a common catalyst for fiction and lore from times before memory. But this man goes to the moon in a capsule and trots around on the surface in a suit made of metal, tethered to his space ship by only a tube filled with earthly air.


  We all know that humans did not set foot on the moon until the 1969 (just a few years before my birth), but this story chronicles the event in detail long before it happened. Certainly the particulars are off, but the story came first, just as idea always precedes endeavor. No scientist worth his or her title ever embarks on a terrific and expensive search for something without first considering what he or she is looking for. So cast aside your idea that art imitates life. Original art always leads. Be it in the fantasy of pure imagination or the collection of ordinary fragments of life: art is first, always, forever, and with little regard for outcome.


  Art can do this, you see, because its allegiance is only to itself. I hear the voices already complaining that art is not alive and thus has no allegiance to pledge. Well, you all are welcome to your own interpretations; I thought I would offer you the correct one.


  Even as I extend this essential chronology of idea and form to you, I must admit to one problem with it, one missing piece. Where do the ideas come from that inform the art? Does the mind transpose enough letters and numbers from our daily lives to re-create what has never been seen? Never imagined? Are our most outlandish notions merely anagrams of what already is? 


  Ever since childhood, I have been afflicted by the sudden spawning of ideas, or, as I refer to them, visions. As if balance needed its fare, it seems this abundance of insight enjoys its greatest success when I am in insulated from distractions. To put it in simpler terms, as I prefer, I think better when Im alone, and my life has been spent primarily in a self-imposed exile from humanity. I have an instinctual need for isolation, and the visions only encourage this trajectory. Even my severe adolescent acne cannot be blamed entirely for my withdrawal from those around me. The visions are a gift and a prison, locking me into a focus that I still have trouble breaking and reducing my ability to form and maintain relationships.


  


  When I was ten years old, my parents gave me a bicycle. Its chrome frame wrapped the mirrored world around itself, and the handlebars and tire rims glowed an unholy red. Even before taking it outside for an inaugural ride, I spent hours in our living room, twirling the pedals, pulling the finger-fitted brake lever, squishing the meaty tread of the red tires. This bicycle, this Red Line dirt bike, was the prize I had sought for many months of extra chores around the house and neighborhood lawns mowed.


  You earned it, Charlie, my father said, his eyes grazing the round of my shoulder. He maintained his boyish good looks into adulthood, but they were saddled to a small adult frame. He stood only a few inches taller than me at ten, and I would overtake him completely before my 13th birthday.


  Just be careful, my mother joined, rubbing her hands on a towel. I read that riding on dirt is difficult. Please stay on the sidewalk.


  My dad and I looked at her.


  Let the boy ride his bike where he wants to, Joyce.


  For now. Stay on the sidewalk for now. Okay? She threw her arms up and walked towards the house. My dad told me to get going and followed her in, no doubt to instruct her in the reckless manner of boys.


  As I knelt in front of the bicycle I could see only my eyes in the center of the frame, my head warped clear out of sight. I noticed a spot of brown in the iris of my right eye, and it captured me. How did it get there? Could it be removed? Was it another portal of sight? I moved as closed to the bicycle as possible without losing this focal point.


  Like a rush of wind through the cracked window of a speeding car, a new vision of the bicycle engulfed my mind. Instead of seeing myself jumping from dirt mound to mound, I saw the bicycle dissected and spread across the yardeach new, unused part isolated and indexed. So vivid was the spell, that within moments I had the wheels and seat off and set to work on the handlebars.


  I scavenged in my dads toolbox for wrenches and pulled apart the neck and loosened the handbrake. The rest of the pedal assembly came apart swiftly and joined the other parts lying on the lawn. After removing the very last clip from the frame, the brake line came loose and I was finished.


  I looked over the parts: my brand-new bike, deconstructed into its basic fabrications. I laid belly down in the grass, and propped my head up on my hands, so that I might survey the artifacts properly.


  I closed my eyes and felt another idea beaming into my head, this one of me rebuilding the bicycle, but with both wheels side by side rather than front and back. The entire designed sketched itself in my mind, and, had I a blowtorch and time enough to build it, would have surely come to life.


  What the hell are you doing?! my dad yelled from the garage door. My lapse reached its end, and I knew instantly from the sound of his voice that what Id done was not typical, not expected. I should have been riding that bike all over town. I wanted to ride it all over town, but I was intercepted by a stronger idea.


  I can fix it, Dad.


  Jesus Christ, Charlie! he turned and walked back inside, slamming the door behind him. I could hear him yelling my mothers name even after the door shut.


  I accessed my vision of the bicycle and reversed the timeline like one might turn back a page in a book to remember a characters name. There the bicycle existed in its original design, so I clasped on to this image and my hands worked quickly to match part to part. In very little time I managed to completely assemble the bicycle. I ran a cloth over the frame, buffing it to its former shine.


  I rode the bike around the yard and up and down the sidewalk to make sure I had tightened everything properly.


  Indeed, I had.


  As I approached my house, I saw my dad in the garage, a beer in hand, his jaw down and askew from the top of his skull. I pedaled right up the driveway and clamped down on the finger-contoured handbrake, leaving a red skid mark on the ground.


  Its awesome!


  My God, Charlie, he replied, setting his beer down on the workbench.


  My mother opened the door and walked into the garage, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel as was her practice. She never passed a sink without washing her hands, and the sight of her drying her hands on a towel survives as one a handful of distinctions about her that Ill never forget.


  Bill, I thought you said he ruined his bike.


  I did. He did. Hes put it back together. Its remarkable.


  What is?


  My father looked at her, his bewildered expression melting into a wry smile.


  He took it apart and put it back together! Ha! Joyce, he had this thing completely in pieces! He turned back towards me. Charlie, tell your mother what you did.


  Just like Dad said.


  Now my mother looked incredulous, but smiled through it and merely said, okay.


  *****


  Within a year, I amassed a collection of tools to rival any reputable mechanic. My dad gave over his workbench to me, clearing off his many half-done projects, so I set up shop and began dismantling and rebuilding everything possible. He brought home barely functioning lawnmowers and other broken equipment from garage sales, and I would rebuild the engines for him with little to no instruction. After looking over basic diagrams of small engines, I would simply close my eyes and see the parts, see the whole, see the potential.


  On occasion, I would make something different from the parts, something new: an engine for a go-kart, a dangerous fan, a moving sculpture. My dad would smile and set his hands on my shoulders.


  Its good, but lets stick to rebuilding these as they should be, okay?


  And so Id take apart my re-creations and rebuild the motors exactly as the manufacturers intended. My father would then open the garage and sell the rebuilt machines to the neighborhood—not for a profit, really, but merely to clear the space and afford the cost of new tools and other busted machines.


  He continued to bring home broken things, and I continued to fix them, eventually forcing my parents to park their vehicles in the driveway. My mother accepted my activity, but not with the same enthusiasm as my father. Perhaps she saw something else inside me, something missing. Its not untrue that we were not an affectionate family, that we needed little save our own occupations. It seems as if we lived as three islands off the coast, each with our own economy, our own need to maintain independence, and when I think back, I cannot recall a time when we ever hugged or kissed except when protocol dictated.


  I never questioned this lack in our family. It simply was. But now as I consider my own demeanor, I cannot help but connect my familys detachment with my inability to maintain relationships throughout my life. Was I the cause, or the effect? All that is left of this original family is me, so I cannot ask such a question to anyone but myself, and when I do, no answer comes, only an irritating sense of emptiness. What once was my shelter, my protection from the world, my only experience with trust and safety—it is gone and will never return.


  Near my twelfth birthday, whatever small shred of affection survived in my family was eradicated, and any questions I retain about the origins of my familys disparate nature only pertain to life before the incident occurred. After this point I must accept all blame, for the actions were my own, and no matter how many professionals sat in front of me, no amount of insight could really uncover the true nature of my psychology.


  I found a stray yet familiar cat breathing heavily in the bushes of a neighbors house a few doors down. I could tell by its nappy fur and wretched body that it was lost, hungry, maybe sick. I tried to coax it out, but the cat would not comply, so I shook the bushes until it lurched out and careened along the side of the house. I ran after it, for no other reason than to see where it was headed.


  The cat trapped itself in between two houses where the fences joined and prevented any egress. I anticipated the feline would simply climb the fence and disappear, but every time it tried to scale the wood planks, it fell back to the ground, favoring its front right paw. After several attempts, the cat cowered between the grass and fence, and stared at me. I stared back, and a vision opened up to me.


  Moments later I walked briskly towards my house, the cat tucked into my backpack with only its ragged head exposed through the zipper. No fight ensued when I trapped the stray. I believe the creature no longer had the will.


  I set about my work in the garage with the same acuity I had hitherto known only with machines and bicycles. Saws and clamps replaced wrenches and screwdrivers, and although my intention was not to destroy the cat, it certainly did not survive. I lacked the technique required to properly sedate the creature before surgery, so I had to suffocate the poor beast prior to manipulating its parts.


  I poked, prodded, removed, and set aside every identifiable piece of the cat. Blood flowed over most of the workbench and dripped onto the concrete floor of the garage. My sneakers squeaked and slid around in the gore, but I continued until I had the severed the last tendon with a box cutter.


  Thats when I awoke to the tableau. Fur, blood, bone, organs, all separated and organized on the workbench. I held my face above the scene, intoxicated by the taxonomy, and stared into the cats dull eyes. Life dissected trumped any machine, with its breakable parts and rusty metals. Life could heal, life could gather and create fuel. Life could be re-created.


  I ran into the house and yelled for my mother. She called back from upstairs.


  What is it?


  I need some needle and thread. Do we have any?


  Yes, its in the hall closet, in the sewing box. What are you doing?


  Stitching! I yelled up the staircase.


  I could hear my mother coming down the hall upstairs, her footsteps vibrating the ceiling over me as she went. I threw open the hall closet and dug around for the box. I found it and dragged it out to the garage.


  I rushed to the garage and set to work. The blood and innards had grown tacky by now, so my effort was more akin to re-stuffing an old mattress than re-animating life. Fur stuck to my hands, making it very difficult to sew. Coupled with my lack of surgical skill, I had to fold the skin awkwardly to apply stitches, making the animal look like one of those frightened cats from Halloween.


  I heard a scream from inside of the house, breaking my concentration and inviting a fresh vision into my mind, one of the past hour, of the cakey blood that covered me to my elbows, that stuck my feet to the ground, of the bloody footprints I cast in the hallway of our house, the handprints I left all over the hall closet in my pursuit of needle and thread.


  My mother had come downstairs, walked right into a horror show, and was thinking that her only son might be hurt or worse. I jabbed the needle into the cat so as not to lose my place and opened the door into the house.


  Chapter Two – Portrait of the Sociopath as a Young Man


  Elian brings me whiskey. Hes not supposed to, but I convinced him that I have no reason not to drink, something he understands, even if does not inherently accept it. If not for his sympathetic demeanor and favorable posture towards me, I would not be nearly as warm and empathetic.


  You may feel as Elian does, that someone in my situation ought not behave this way. For you, it is okay--not only acceptable but an absolute! You would just order a new kidney, a new liver, make an appointment for Thursday afternoon, a light lunch in your fabricated belly, and then go about your day. But for me, someone who has rejected this path, a bona fide deathist, you think I should show my body the care not required by the majority of people.


  To you, I say get stuffed! I embrace my decay, I look forward to organ failure, to dialysis, to a sudden and irrevocable pain shooting up my arm that drops me to the floor. I pray for cancer, wish for tuberculosis, bash my chest in the hopes of collapsing a lung. Had I a tall enough ledge in this single story dwelling, Id roll myself right off the precipice and into glorious oblivion.


  Death is what I want, what I need, all that I pursue. Excluding this little exercise, I have no other occupation, no other duty requiring my attention. I have no expectations, no hope for a tunnel of light nor a charming but stern overlord to whom I must defer. Much like the atonement I seek with this journal, the results are both unknown and likely to be disappointing. I know this, yet I do it anyway, clack away at this ancient keyboard with arthritic fingers. This is who I am, who I always have been; a man alone and deliberate, incapable of yielding to common sense. I can and so I do, no matter the outcome.


  What I am not, is a sociopath. Many assume I am, even though they benefit from my work. Please know that I am not without understanding of the effect I have. Rather, I know all too well, for the visions I receive not only lay out the steps of my path, they reveal the consequences of many of my more dubious activities. When I ruined that first cat, my visions still shielded me from the reactions; the outcome remained pure and untainted by opinion. Such is the major gift of youth! To be one with action, to have no fear of the lie. As I grew older, the visions grew hideous appendages of conscience! And doubt! And impact!


  To mend the cat situation, I suffered therapist after therapist with my weepy, devastated mother as my father cooled more and more like a man walking deep into the heart of a blizzard. I ate pills of every color; I had wires attached to various parts of my body; I had men and women of every disposition prescribing the best course of action.


  He should be encouraged to engage with other children, an attractive young woman with the county said. The top buttons of her blouse were unfastened during our one interview, and she constantly closed the view of her cleavage, which I starred at incessantly. Those compressed, visible breasts seemed to be a handy barometer for her interest, speaking you and not you to every inquiring pair of masculine eyes.


  Consider me a navigator of sorts. You tell me where you want to go, and Ill help you find the right path, said a fit middle-aged man with a wall of degrees framing him from behind. He squeezed a racquetball in his hand during some of our sessions, his square head wagging from side to side as if it were mounted on a thick, metal coil.


  He should not eat any meat, only grains and vegetables, suggested the school counselor—a skinny, small woman with cavernous eye sockets and blotchy skin. In contrast to the county woman, her small, unfastened breasts careened around the inside of her blouse like two marbles from Newtons cradle.


  He should stay with us for a month. We have a 67% success rate, advertised the camp director, a giant cross dangling from his neck, jiggling Christ around like a stiff marionette. He had the largest, whitest teeth Id ever seen, so I naturally assumed he bleached them in the blood of lost children.


  He should see a dermatologist, a neighbor told my mother, a look of concern masking her deep desire that my family put the house up for sale before I became a real threat. Every time we drove past her house, she would stop and stare at us, and I would stare back, not wanting to be rude.


  He should be drugged, drugged, DRUGGED! They all said. And so I was. I was drugged into slumber, drugged into focus, drugged into numbness, drugged into alertness, drugged into a walking coma. My pubescent body limped under the chemical bashing I willingly invited. As I mentioned, Im not a sociopath. I wanted desperately to be normal.


  Unfortunately, my genetic disposition took yet another slug at my desire to fit in, bestowing on me a case of acne so bad, so devastating, my face would run with pus and blood even after the slight abrasion of a pulled on sweater. I would wake in the morning and peel my face from the pillow, soak my t-shirt in the shower before removing it from a back full of weeping sores.


  My mother washed my sheets, boiled my shirts, purchased cardigan sweaters and button-ups, all the while never uttering a word to me about my condition. I thought she hated me and wished that I might someday simply ooze and bleed out, a big pile of fleshy goo that she could simply wash away with detergent and forget about. I did not consider that she did not know what to do with me, only that she would prefer not the bother of a disfigured, menacing boy in her life.


  My father, his casual drinking becoming something of a profession, ignored me, disregarded my mother, and retreated from us to some place we could not reach. He removed my workbench from the garage, traded my tools for an old couch, and turned the space into a private living room. He installed carpet, a television, and a bar with padded leather and buttons. To an outsider, it might have appeared that he was creating a party room, but parties never came, and my mother and I never received an invitation into his sanctuary.


  I tried to engage my mother, attempted even to make friends at school, all with little success. The drugs kept me quiet and solemn, making it difficult to exude the necessary personality to attract other kids, and my bursting dermatological affliction only brought ridicule. At home I was determined to reverse course with my mother, to win her back and rebuild our family. I stayed close, helping her with chores, chopping vegetables for the dinners she made, perfecting a vacuuming technique that left no visible lines in the carpet. I refrained from taking anything apart, and focused all of my efforts on building with only what I had.


  My mother began to receive me with less apprehension, and eventually even asked me to assist her in the kitchen. My early skill was in the parsing of things, and she inadvertently provided me with an outlet. I quickly stripped and chopped peppers, symmetrically sliced tomatoes, diced onions deftly enough to avoid tears; I could debone a chicken like a surgeon, leaving nary a trace of flesh behind. The speed and skill of my blade took her by surprise, but as we meted out meal after meal, her astonishment gave way to a quiet reliance.


  Thank you, dear, she began, you dont have to stay and help. You can go play outside.


  No way, Mom, I returned, knowing that she made such statements merely to provide me an opportunity to flee. After all, not many normal boys prefer time cooking in the kitchen over throwing a football across traffic. I want to be here, with you.


  She would smile and return to her recipe book, her Cuisinart, her collection of wooden spoons. She had her own private sous chef, and I obliged her every culinary whim. Unwittingly, I also acquired a serviceable education in cooking, and I would dazzle a few others with my talents later in life. Be it a quick curried lamb roast or a salad caprese, I could prepare it exactly as my mother and I had, much to the culinary delight of those who came within twenty feet of my kitchen. Unfortunately for the starving masses, not many did come to taste my offerings, as my future fame and fortune held sway only a moment before reversing course.


  Describing these scenes with my mother, I do not aim to suggest that we reconstructed our family, but she was tolerant and accepting in ways I thought permanently demolished. I suppose she felt this camaraderie was for my benefit, my rehabilitation; however, we both evolved out of it, and for the first time in my young adult life, I felt comfortable with another person. To assuage her ongoing concern with my long-term mentality, I attended session after session with Dr. Patterson, the square-headed, racquetball-squeezing psychiatrist.


  Did you want to do it? Asked Dr. Patterson during a session which occurred not long after my sixteenth birthday. He busied himself with brushing some unseen lint from his wool pants. When he would stand, you could see that his pants rode a bit too high, his belt hovering just over where his navel would be. His glasses glinted with a bit too much gold rested under perfectly manicured eyebrows and a bend of expertly cut and blown hair. His watch cuffed his wrist like a nugget-laden pronouncement of his success. I was on a sliding scale with him, but clearly, others were not, and the doctor amassed as much money as his wall of diplomas and awards would allow. If my description appears unflattering, it is not my intention. Dr. Patterson was a creature at one with the monied fashions of the late 1980s, and I envied every polished point of his immaculate presentation.


  Yes.


  And?


  Im still thinking about it, I returned, as I usually did, with confessed vacillation.


  Theres a place that exists between your idea and the action you will take. Some people actually imagine a stop sign to help them control their impulses.


  I totally do that. Just yesterday, I imagined an encyclopedia was torn apart and plastered to the walls of my room. But I didnt do it. I stopped myself.


  How did you do that? Did you use a visualization?


  No, I burned the book, I lied.


  Really, and how is that an appropriate reaction to your idea?


  He typically returned my excuses and misdirections this way, simply tossing them back to me like a very expensive game of frisbee. I furrowed my brow and chewed my lip, inserting sighs and false-starts every few seconds. Finally, I found a thread to grab.


  Well, pasting the pages to my walls would have made my mother upset, although I am the only one ever to use the books. I feel like the books are mostly mine, so I decided that it was okay to destroy them, just not in a way that my mother would see.


  I dont follow. How would burning the book not upset your mother? He pulled a pair of scissors out of the sky and snipped my thread. He leaned in towards me, his chin bobbling onto his knuckles.


  I smiled.


  He smiled.


  I didnt really burn the book.


  I know, he acknowledged, making a scribble on his pad of paper. Against your efforts, I believe you are making progress. You can relate better to others now, even if your imagination does interfere.


  Maybe. I dont know. Ive always like to give others a bit of fabricated self-doubt to enjoy. Most folks Ive encountered savor the act of feeding reassurances to others.


  Sure, just now, you created a story for one of two reasons: you either wanted to amuse me or misdirect me. In either case, you were engaged with me. He lifted his head and held out his arms as if there were no other, possible explanation.


  Uh… Okay, I muttered.


  Charlie, do you know what the difference between a lie and the truth is?


  Sure, I return, crossing my leg over my knee, cocking my head with an air of righteousness. A lie is not a truth, and the truth is not a lie.


  Youre oversimplifying the differences. Try again, he requested, taking no measure of my attitude.


  Um… I fumbled, and looked away at one of his many diplomas and awards. I often tricked myself into believing that we both enjoyed this banter, that the doctor and I were in this together, each wanting to eat up 50 minutes and get the hell out of there. As I searched for another particle of truth, one element of a lie, I felt a ballooning sense of confusion, one I had known before. I wrestled with the idea that there could be the truth and only a lie, that somehow we believe truth can be all encompassing while a lie is a single instrument of anti-truth. I focused all of my energy on retching up just one point, one example, of each. And then I began to speak…


  Later, after the vision subsided and I had gushed on for 10 minutes about the very nature of truth, Dr. Patterson told me that I went away momentarily, that I sat in silence, unmoving for four full minutes.


  Was that one of your visions?


  Yes, I answered, feeling somewhat off balance by his transition into witness.


  Is the first time your day dreams have been purely philosophical?


  Yes, no, well, not this much, I guess, I muttered, my speech deteriorating. I mentally stuttered. What he said was true. I had not experienced one of my episodes that dealt with the dissection of ideas, only physical things, mostly machines.


  Have you ever experienced one of these moments over an emotion?


  No.


  Were going to try that next time, okay? He gently said, the remnants of a smile still ironed across his face. He glanced at the wall clock hoisted on the wall to my left and his right, his usual way of indicating the expiration of our time.


  I walked out of his office into a small waiting room with three uncomfortable chairs and a coffee table littered with sports magazines. My mom was not there, which meant I would have to wait for her.


  A boy a little older than I sat in the middle chair. He wore wrap around, mirrored sunglasses and moved his head to the music emanating from his cassette player. I had seen him in here on several occasions, but I never spoke to him. He wore a sleeveless shirt and ripped jeans. His hair was cut short and feathered on top and left long in the back, a style popular with kids of the day who plucked the entirety of their identity from music. Of course, our cultural and technological revolution has made such relationships less meaningful, in that music no longer flows from a single tap. In a way, this transition away from a limited source of music adds confusion to adolescence. You cannot see and immediately judge ones musical tastes, making it more difficult to discern who might be your automatic ally in school. Since my clothes plain and unfashionable, I had no connection to this boy. If we were in school together, it would be likely that I would not speak to him there, either.


  I sat down next to him and nervously shuffled through the magazines, looking for an escape from him, from whatever he might want of me—to conversate, to ridicule, to frighten. After all, he was in a psychiatrists office! He must be crazy, I thought. I could hear the metallic crashing of instruments from his tiny headphones.


  I became aware of my breathing, that I had the power to stop it, perhaps pause this situation long enough for my mothers rescue.


  He clicked the stop button on his Walkman.


  Did he ask you how much you masturbate? He asked, casually, not looking at me.


  I remember being flummoxed, but not from offense. I would have stammered had he asked me for the time or where the bathroom might be.


  Wha… What?


  Never mind. Im just fucking with you. He clicked the play button, resuming the onslaught of heavy music.


  Ready? My mom asked a few minutes later, out of breath from rushing.


  ******


  Every week after, Id look for the boy. Sometimes he would be in that same seat, his glasses and headphones on, sometimes next to my mother. Occasionally, Id see him out front, smoking a cigarette.


  After a session some time later, I found the waiting room empty. No boy, no mother, nothing but the magazines picturing men golfing, men fishing, men skiing. I sat for a moment in the center chair and moved my head, listening to pretend music. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the boys thoughts, his favorite things, his reason for being there. Did he like cars? Baseball? Was he a rock collector? A model plane builder? Why did his mother never pick him up? Did he think I was a masterbator?


  Hey, he said, dropping into the chair next to me. Whats up? He wore no sunglasses, and his headphones hung silent over his neck.


  Huh?


  Nothing.


  He leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees, and picked up a magazine. As he flipped through the pages, I desperately wanted to speak to him, to ask him questions, find out his favorite things, but I could not. He was sitting right next to me. His leg was practically touching my own! How could I speak to another boy in this position?


  I shifted forward, putting my elbows on my knees, and pushed the magazines around the table, as if taking inventory. The boy stopped turning the pages and tossed the magazine down.


  "I hate sports," he calmly said. "You like sports?"


  "I take things apart. I fix things. Lawnmowers, toasters, bicycles, whatever..." I blabbered.


  "Cool."


  "I mean, I did. I don't really anymore."


  "Okay," he said. I felt he was losing interest already. Before I could properly gather my senses I blurted, "I had to stop because I took a cat apart."


  "You what?"


  "I tried to save a cat. It was hurt. But it died."


  "Are you saying you killed a cat?"


  "No," I returned weakly. "Yeah, I guess."


  "By taking it apart?"


  "I tried to put it back together!" I pleaded.


  He laughed and shook his head. "Holy shit, man. That's fucked up."


  "Yeah."


  He stared at me for a while, until his smile folded back into indifference.


  "Is that why you're here?"


  "Yeah."


  "Makes sense."


  "Why are you here?" I timidly inquired.


  "I get angry at things. People. People mostly."


  "Oh."


  "But I'm not crazy, or anything."


  "Sure, totally." I agreed, nodding my head, giving him my best sympathetic face. I don't think he trusted it to be authentic, because he smiled again. Not understanding at the time what this meant, I smiled back.


  "I'm Jeff."


  "I'm Charlie."


  That's when Dr. Patterson opened the door to his office and stepped into the lobby. Treading lightly in that small, quiet space between patients, he smiled and the boy and at me, and then ushered him in. Before the door closed, the boy turned to me and said with a grin: "Don't take apart anything if you can't put it back together, okay?"


  "Okay," I replied, cheerfully.


  Chapter Three  The Hatchet and the Mallet


  I sent a message today, alerting my financial handlers as to my new occupation (this book!). I have not heard back, but I am confident that these few chapters will provide a bit more gold for the pile. In as much as I manage a carefree attitude about money, something attainable only by those of us with large quantities of the stuff, I hope to generate a little excitement with my endeavor. For these handlers, the joy will come from the twenty percents of this and the fifteen percents of that. But for me, I am simply setting the table for my intended guests, and I want to ensure that invitations are sent well in advance. This journey, while providing some sense of catharsis for the author, will arrive with a conspicuous agenda; I mean to sway, to enamor, to sell.


  The distribution of my memoir, one asked for by many a media house long ago, lures me onward, keeps me from my final task a bit longer. Indeed, my final task will be completed, and you will read about it here and elsewhere. Will it confirm your preconceptions of my demeanor? Perhaps. However, if a few of you understand and accept my intention—that would be all the gold that this unforgiven old man could desire.


  A week after my first conversation with Jeff, I found my own way to see Dr. Patterson without my mother, a passage made easy by my constant attention to her. How could she not trust my motives when I was all hers at home? If anything, my mother probably felt I could do with some time away from her. She even asked me to find myself some other company, affecting a contrived look of self-pity in her request. I understood this tactic, a subconscious need to not ‘offend,' to manipulate through the careful arrangement of suggestions, each fashioned with a self-deprecating flair intended to distract the clay into seeing itself as an elegant vase instead of a lumpy ashtray.


  During my session, I barely spoke to the doctor, my mind eager with the chance to meet Jeff again in the waiting room. Although I felt its constant vibration, I could not quell the bounce of my foot on the ground.


  "Need to be somewhere?" He asked, looking at my foot and then looking at the clock.


  "Somewhere?"


  "Yes, you've been staring at the clock. Do you need to be somewhere?"


  "No. No, I don't. I mean, I think I just don't feel like talking today, you know?"


  "I'm not sure I do. Care to elaborate?"


  "Not really."


  "I see. Well, how about you go ahead and tell me anyway." He shifted his weight, something he rarely did, and the change in posture added a gravitas to his pitch yanking me from my dream-state.


  "I just think I'm okay, you know. I think I'm not—not normal." I dropped right into a tactical approach. "I feel good about life. And honestly, coming here makes me feel different. I don't like it, anymore. I think it is doing more harm than good." I postured myself to reflect his own, trying to look as serious and intent as he.


  "Does a normal person kill and dismember animals, Charlie?"


  BAM!


  "Butchers do," my answer came, pulled directly from the heavens. At first, the response startled me, too, and I prepared for his mighty reprimand. But the hammer did not fall, and I grew more confident in my quick analogy with each passing second.


  "They do. They do," he said, his voice trailing off as he wrote some items on his notepad. He paused, scratched his chin with the button of the pen, stopping to click it on and off a few times. He scrawled a few more notes and looked up at me, making eye contact. He smiled, chuckled a little, and wrote more.


  "What are you writing?" I finally asked.


  "A grocery list."


  "What?"



  "Milk, eggs, potatoes… You know, a list of things I'm going to get at the store. Just a few items. Staples."


  I was flummoxed! My confidence flushed away, my eyes climbed all over his office, looking for purchase. My forward strike had been parried, and Dr. Patterson's new attack left me no room for further maneuvers. He had not just redirected or queried, he had dropped the entire conversation! My next move was critical, and I took no chances in rushing out another weak hijacking.


  "Don't forget the cheese." I grumbled.


  The cheese! Whatever bit of magic provided the delicious butcher comment was clearly not available for me to willfully summon!


  "What kind of cheese should I get," he inquired, casually bumping the pen on his lower lip.


  I could feel sweat rising up in my chest, scrambling for the exit pores of my skin. "I like blue," came the answer. He wrote it down, and I felt as if I were choking, like the doctor's simple list was a ball of dough being shoved down my throat. I could not speak, move or take my eyes off of him. I was trapped in a mundane spell, cast by a wizard of conformity.


  I watched him assemble the rest of his list in silence. The clock on the wall showed 35 minutes of remaining time. Dr. Patterson folded up his notebook and began straightening up his desk. He wrote a few notes down on a legal pad, and then tossed the pad into a drawer and locked the desk. He stood, grabbed his coat from the rack behind him and slipped into it. After patting his pockets, he found his wallet and keys and turned off his desk lamp.


  33 minutes remained.


  The doctor walked over to the door, opened it and flipped off the fluorescent lights. I thought he was just going to leave me right there, sitting in the patient's chair, in the dark, wondering what to do.


  "Would you mind?" He asked, motioning with his bowed head towards the open door.


  "Mind?"


  "Yes, would you please leave?"


  "But, are we done?"


  "You said so."


  "Oh, right."


  "So…"


  "It's too early."


  "Too early to quit?"


  "Yes. We should quit in 18 minutes." I was revealing my plan to him. What was I left to do?


  "Why?"


  I didn't have a good answer, so I went with something different.


  "I want to speak with Jeff."


  The doctor turned the lights back on and shut the door.


  "Really?"


  "Uh huh."


  "I believe you."


  "So, can we stay 18 more minutes?"


  He seemed distressed for the first time, as if he could not easily decide how to proceed.


  "I'll make a deal with you, Charlie," he began, moving slowly back to his desk but not sitting in his chair. "I'll stay here for 18 more minutes if you and I talk about why you want to speak with Jeff. Otherwise, I'm going to walk down the corner store and pick up my groceries."


  His proposition, a tricky ultimatum, left me no choice but to agree. If Jeff arrived and I was sitting in front of a dark door, I would look more a freak than I already did.


  "What do you want to know?"


  The doctor removed his coat, hung it up, and returned to his seat. I wondered later if he really needed groceries. Whether or not he was in need of a dozen eggs, the play worked. Certainly, this was not the first battle I lost to him, but in each defeat I had gained a new bit of strategy, a new piece of armor.


  When considering therapy, I find it amusing that the greatest gift I received from the countless hours I endured was an education in structured analysis and concise communication, and how these skills can be combined into the advanced, logical manipulation of others. If you observe a good therapist, you can walk away with a verbal arsenal to use on unsuspecting colleagues and friends. You will be prepared to ask pointed questions or craft a succinct argument. You will also learn how to create an attack that comes on subtly and from the side, so that your victim never sees the trap until it snaps closed, at which time any analysis of the trap could be construed as an attempt to distract from the main point.


  What many therapists realize, but do not share, is the sad, simple truth that there is little to be found in life except distraction. Even writing this book, a major endeavor, cannot escape the tag. Nor can your reading of it, or the response others will give you as you describe some passage you loved or despised. We are all here, and there, and everywhere, looking forward to the next entertaining moment, and we will pitch ourselves into the fray of many a deplorable act just to feel our inner truths depart, shaking their heads and pointing at their watches. For me, this truth of which I speak is perhaps different than for others. It is not death or loneliness that sits awake for me, waiting for a minute of my time so that it might show me some inescapable realities. I suffer a stranger darkness—my inability to avoid the disasters caused by my actions. This insight I never gained from a therapist. It came to me as most of my greatest epiphanies have: in a vision.


  From my mother, I gained the feminine ability to manipulate with tone and gesture, and from therapy, I gained knowledge of the masculine, logical side of mental coercion. If only I had discovered a third school (one taught perhaps by mellowed divorcees and jailed priests), I might have learned how to relent, could have gained some insight into the tantric art of apology. If so, my years would have been much happier spent.


  "How about we start with your idea of Jeff."


  "My idea of Jeff?" I answered, genuinely confused by his request.


  "I've never heard you mention a single person outside of your family—no friends, no teachers, nobody. I want to know why you want to speak to Jeff. Why him?"


  "He's different. Like me, sort of."


  "He's like you? Is that what you believe?"


  "In a way."


  "How do you think he is like you?"


  "He tells the truth." This statement removed the lid of my head, pulled out my brain, turned it upside down, and replaced it in my skull. I possessed no comprehension of Jeff's reputation, nor could I be considered honest, yet it felt authentic.


  "Really? You find yourself to be a truthful person?"


  Must not backpedal. Must carry on.


  "Sometimes." I cringed at my own response.


  "Do others find you truthful?"


  "Sometimes." The walls caved in again on me. Instead of managing a solid stance in either truth or fabrication, I surrendered my voice to the indifferent center, where weak people and agnostics bump around in a lifeless, limp purgatory.


  Dr. Patterson grabbed hold of my wreck of a persona and shook it back and forth, as if he were trying to perceive some tiny view of my core.


  "Charlie," he began, easing back in his chair, "have you ever considered how truthful other people really are?"


  No.


  He continued, "while you should absolutely focus on the kind of person you want to become, we—meaning you—can also use others as a sounding board for our own growth and ability. This lesson is not something I would normally bring into this office, but perspective doesn't come easily to everyone. Some people want to be what you would call "normal," and go through life relatively content and free of depression or emotional trauma. Others do not really know what they want, and it is more challenging for these people to find a goal to aim for. I believe that you are one of these people, Charlie. I believe you want answers to questions you haven't even asked yourself yet, that you instinctively know you are capable of adaptation, but you don't have a clue in which direction you should go.


  "This is not an official analysis, and it is certainly not a condemnation. If anything, I envy your mind, as I'm one of the other people, and I move forward in life towards goals that are common and safe. Right at this moment, Charlie, right now; we are standing on an open road. Look down this road with me, and tell me what you see? Tell me the next stop, or a landmark far, far down the way. I'm not going to approve or disapprove of anything you envision."


  I imagined myself there with him for a moment, on the open road, and looked around. A thin layer of clouds brightened the scene to a blinding state, so I dropped my eyes to the ground, perceived beneath me the ruddy texture of the pavement. Stones, crushed by massive machines, mixed by other massive machines, blended with oil from ancient creatures, rolled and smoothed by men, spreading out like veins in every direction.


  I realized my place on the road, my situation, just as you might wake from a dream of being chased and discover you are safe in your soft, comforting bed. I was in a vision. The doctor's office was there, but I had painted over it with my mind.


  A sense of authority crept into my heart, as if I had proclaimed my love and had the sentiment reciprocated. I would be one with this other side of myself from now on. I would be stronger for it, invincible perhaps. At least, this is what I felt at the time.


  I tried to imagine anything, a direction, a desire, even a new view within my vision. I could not. How could I create what I did not know? All around me were abstractions, fading and pulsing shades of grey. The raging, white sun and the road were the only remarkable features. I knelt down and ran my fingers along a crack, feeling the asphalt and gravel of each edge, looking for any sign of escape.


  The heat from the sun began to burn my skin. Perspiration coated my blotchy back and gushed off the tip of my nose. A shadow appeared over me. I raised my eyes from the road and looked towards the source of the shade. Jeff stood over me holding a hatchet in one hand and a mallet in the other.


  A shadow appeared to my side. I raised my eyes from the road and looked towards the source of the shade. Jeff emerged from an old, wrecked car holding a hatchet in one hand and a mallet in the other.


  "Are you ready?" he asked.


  "For what?"


  "To take it all apart. To put it back together." He said these words as if he were coming to the only available conclusion to a list of possibilities.


  "Yes," I replied, standing up and taking the hatchet from him.


  I snapped back into Dr. Patterson's office. He was hanging forward over his desk, waiting for me to say anything. I glanced at the clock. 18 minutes left.


  "Gotta go, Doc." I said, and got up to leave. He remained in the same posture and did not raise his eyes. I left him that way and never returned to his office again. I saw more therapists after, but each new counselor was a weaker form of Patterson, and I manipulated them with ease. I've often wondered about Dr. Patterson since then. In my musings I assume he never let go of me and tracked my name and Jeff's through news and magazine articles, watched me rise in fame and fortune, make astonishing scientific discoveries and change the very fabric of society. I imagine that with each stop along this road I traveled, he made another note on his legal pad, still trying to help me, still attempting to serve as a guide for me. I also picture him twenty-five years after our last session laying on his deathbed surrounded by his children, attended to by his frail but devoted wife. Every goal reached in his common life, he exchanged teary long looks with each of his loved ones, wordlessly conveying to them his pride, his love, his gratitude. If I truly allow myself the emotional freedom to experience this scene, I can almost weep. My vision of Dr. Patterson could very well be a lie, a distraction. This I freely accept. It is likely he is still alive and even reading these words. If so, I want him to know that this fantasy life and death I have for him is one I that I hold close to me, that it turns out I envy him.


  Chapter Four  Charlie and Jeff


  You may wonder why, with so much life to draw on, I choose to devote another chapter to this particular part of my life. It would be easy for me to say that Jeff remains the single greatest influence on my life, or that Dr. Patterson introduced me to a new perspective of my own visions. Had I recorded this memoir in my forties, I would have said the same thing and stopped there. However, at my advanced age, I am able to make more admissions, so I would also like to add that I find great pleasure in the undertaking. The memories I have from adulthood lack innocence and wonder, and on their own could jeopardize the very mission! Therefore, the indulgence of revisiting this time in my life reveals two purposes: to entertain myself and create empathy in the reader. If this is obvious, please enjoy your knowing.


  I fumbled out of Dr. Patterson's office in a state of euphoria, and he remained behind—a demoralized slump spilt over his desk. I feel he, too, realized I would not be back, could not be reached, that he failed to sell me on psychological salvation.


  An empty lobby awaited me, so I shambled out of his door and down the stairs to the street.


  "Any breakthroughs today?" Jeff asked, standing in front of Patterson's office building with an unlit cigarette sprouting from his lips.


  "Yes." I said this in a tone similar to Jeff's, flat and lacking in any emotion.


  "I'm all ears."


  "I realized I'm done here, so I fired him."


  "Really? Just like that?"


  "Yes."


  "Think you're ready? Could be bad for cats everywhere if you stop coming."


  I shrugged my shoulders and said, "yeah, I think so."


  Jeff pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, flipped the top down and shook it so that a single cigarette popped up. He held it out for me.


  I remember taking the cigarette as many might recall taking a vow of silence or enlisting in the military. I had never smoked before, but I took the cigarette as if my entire future rest in the tobacco wrapped inside. Little did I know at the time that I did have a future with tobacco, but not as a consumer.


  Jeff fished a lighter from his pocket and fired it up in one swift movement. After lighting his own, he offered the lighter to me. As I rotated it in my hand, I could see a word etched into it.


  "Thorn?" I asked.


  "Thorn."


  "Thorn." I repeated, lighting my cigarette.


  I inhaled deeply and did not cough. Immediately, my mind went numb, and I almost lost my balance. I stumbled and regained my sense of equilibrium.


  "Not a smoker?"


  I shook my head, steadying myself on the brick building.


  "Something else I'll have to live with," he lamented, sounding a bit bored.


  "You could quit."


  He smiled and nodded as someone might who was weighing a decision between desserts.


  "My whole family smokes. It's a tradition."


  "No, you could quit Dr. Patterson," I corrected him, hoping he would do so right then and there.


  "No, I can't. Not yet."


  "How come?"


  He looked away, down the street, and inhaled deeply from his cigarette. He then arched his head back and blew the smoke upwards.


  "There's a deal with a judge. I have to go for another five weeks."


  "And then you're done?"


  "Not according to him," he replied, pointing back to Patterson's office. We both smiled and nodded, knowingly.



  "My dad left," I offered, needing to fill in any gaps in the short time I'd have with him.


  "Oh yeah? Looks like we have that in common."


  "It's my fault."


  "I fucking doubt that."


  "Everyone thinks so. It's why I'm here."


  "I thought you were here on account of the cat."


  "Oh, yeah. That, too."


  "The doc would probably say my dad is the reason I'm here, too," Jeff offered, his tone broadening from acute boredom to mildly interested.


  "Why are you really here?"


  "Anger. I punched a teacher. He fell and hit his head. He has problems remembering things now."


  "Oh. Damn."


  "He thought I stole a calculator from his class. He grabbed my arm and tried to look in my backpack."


  "Did you steal the calculator?"


  Jeff smiled. I sucked up a mouthful of smoke. I held it in my billowed cheeks for a moment and then puffed it out.


  "Gotta go, man. Stay sane." Jeff started walking away.


  "I can fix anything!" I blurted.


  He turned and looked irritated. "I know. You told me, already."


  "Yeah, but I'm really good at engines. I can fix your car."


  Jeff stopped and turned, glaring at me.


  "Have you been following me?"


  "No."


  "Why would you tell me that?"


  "I don't know."


  "That's just weird."


  "I know..." I admitted, looking ashamed. Jeff eased his glare and snuffed out his cigarette on the sidewalk.


  "But, can you fix cars?"


  "Yeah, probably. I mean, definitely."


  Jeff smiled again. He took a piece of paper from his backpack and wrote on it.


  "Here's my address and number. Want to come by and take a look at my dad's old car? It hasn't run in six years."


  "Yeah. I can do that."


  "Okay, then. Call me tomorrow. And check yourself out in the mirror, Charlie. Your face is bleeding."


  *****


  I held that paper as if it contained secret instructions from God, clutched it in my hand so tightly, it began to moisten and wilt within hours. I folded it neatly and transferred it to my wallet where it lived for years, until a fire took it and most of my other treasured objects away from me. At dinner, I couldn't eat. At night, I couldn't sleep. In the morning, I was positively vibrating with anticipation. Nothing in my young life outside of a vision rang my bell to this degree. I felt no sexual attraction to Jeff, as some of you will try to suggest. I physically felt the potential, mentally craved the possibilities.


  Ditching my afternoon classes I arrived at Jeff's house early, of course, and found it to be a poorly-made track-home in an undesirable neighborhood. From a distance, such a street as his would appear idyllic, with its mature, heavy-limbed trees, its wide lanes, and the solitude of a street that provides no pass-through for any traffic other than its inhabitants.


  Up close, a more familiar eye would detect a different class. One might notice the peeling paint on many of the houses, the windows covered in foil, indicating the presence of a night-worker or a drug den, the ripped sofa in a front courtyard propping up a red-eyed war veteran with a 48 ounce coffee mug glued to his blistered paw, or the numerous broken-down vehicles, rusting into another form in more than one driveway.


  A 1969 Dodge Charger was one of these vehicles. Not yet rusted, the driver's window was broken and haphazardly covered in plastic that had since given way to the weather, allowing spiders, cats and occasionally a passer-by to take refuge. The tires were half-flat and the paint was the faded yellow of ancient wallpaper. On the door, barely visible, I could see a hand-painted "01."


  In my vision, Jeff emerged from this very car. In my hand, I felt again the mallet's weight, the warmth of its wooden handle.


  "What happened to it?" I asked him when he finally arrived home.


  "Waiting here long?" He asked, his voice quiet, nearly a mumble. He pulled his headphones off of his head and flicked his cigarette into the gutter where it hit a tiny stream and hissed.


  "Nah," I lied. He gave a nod towards the car.


  "I came out to start it one day, and it wouldn't. Been here ever since."


  "Why haven't you had it fixed?"


  "No money."


  "Oh."


  "Can I have the keys?"


  "Here," he said, tossing them to me.


  I slipped inside of the car and put the key into the ignition. The battery still held a charge as the lights came alive. I turned the key, but the car did not respond.


  "Can you fix it?" Jeff inquired, sticking his head in the car. I removed the key and stepped out of the car.


  "Do you have any tools?"


  "No," answered Jeff. "But he does." He pointed across the street and a few houses down, to a house with an open garage door.


  We strolled up and down the street, looking around to see if anyone watched our movements. After a couple of passes, we darted into the garage and to the giant red toolbox inside. I rummaged around and found the necessary wrenches.


  I stuffed the tools into my pant pockets, and we exited the garage just as quickly as we entered. We walked away from Jeff's house and then made our way back on the other side of the street, just to see if anyone had noticed us. No one had!


  Once we felt comfortable making our return, we sauntered casually back to his house like a couple of gentlemen out to take in the air. Jeff opened the hood of the car, and I immediately began pulling the starter motor. Jeff cleaned up the interior while I worked, removing the debris and pulling down the thick spider webs.


  Once I had the starter motor and relay out, we went inside his house and set them on the kitchen table. A man with long, blond hair, a sleeveless shirt and no pants was watching television in the living room. He was drinking a tall beer and scratching his genitals.


  "Who's that?" I quietly asked.


  "This is Todd," Jeff replied. "He rents a room from my mom."


  "What's that?" Came the abrupt question from Todd. "You assholes talking shit?"


  I was mortified, and waited for Jeff to respond.


  "Shut the fuck up, Todd."


  "Har har," Todd replied, not laughing. "Fuck you, little shithead."


  I kept my focus on the parts and inspected the starter motor. The starter was heavily corroded, and the terminals were barely intact. Jeff found a wire brush, and I scrubbed off the points.


  "This might start the car, but you'll need a new starter eventually."


  "Okay," he said, his face brightening.


  I replaced the starter and relay into the car and instructed Jeff to start the vehicle. The car struggled, but finally sputtered to life.


  "Hell yes! The General Lee is fucking back in business!" Jeff yelled, and gave me what I would later learn was the heavy metal hand gesture. "Get in."


  *****


  When I think of this first day with Jeff, I see myself finding my first friend, fixing my first car, stealing for the first time, and, as you will see in a moment, getting high and really listening to music for the first time. If life really does happen in waves, this day had me tumbling in the surf like few others!


  In just a few hours, I realized that I could use my talent again to garner favorable attention from people, I learned I could exist in the world without any discernable morality, and I found that certain drugs could alter my mind in pleasant ways, twist my gift into something else, entirely.


  We drove to a gas station, filled up the tank, inflated the tires and washed the windshield. Jeff went inside the station and came out a few minutes later with a brown bag. He dropped into the driver's seat and tossed the bag into my lap.


  "What's this?"


  "Open it."


  I did, and removed a pack of cigarettes and a small sleeve of rolling papers.


  "What are these for?" I asked, holding up the papers.


  "Dope," he answered, patting his shirt pocket. "You ever smoke weed?"


  "Not really." Although I consumed prescription drugs of every flavor, I had never smoked pot, but I couldn't bring myself to say so.


  "Not really?" he asked, dryly. "Give the papers here," he continued, pointing to the rolling papers. I handed them over. He removed a paper from the sleeve and a baggie from his shirt. With one hand, he held the paper in a V shape and with the other, massaged a chunk of marijuana from the bag. The baggie went back into his shirt with one hand while the other ground up the nugget in the paper until it filled the crevice in the V. In another movement, the paper was rolled over and his tongue ran across the top. He twisted it with his teeth and fingers and gnawed off the very tip of the deftly crafted joint. Thorn was retrieved from his other pocket and the slim cigarette set ablaze.


  Jeff elicited several small puffs of smoke from the joint and then a much larger one, which he held in his lungs. He passed the joint over to me.


  Does one forget the first drug one is handed that does not come from a doctor? Is it possible to recognize the transaction not simply as a friendly gesture, but as an invitation into another life, one that doesn't assume the law is the highest form of rule? Surely a side-effect of my gift, I experienced full knowledge of what taking the joint would mean to me as I put my fingers on it. I knew that I was embarking on a life that did not require me to quell my talents, a life that would put me in contact with others like me, with strange and sordid tales of their attempt to live within the boundaries of the current morality.


  As I brought the joint to my lips and began to slowly inhale, I saw my life in the future. I did not cough. I held on, envisioning myself shaggy, bearded, bent over the hood of a car, cigarette dangling from my mouth. I was in a garage, working on cars, a mechanic's uniform pressed to my lean, adult body.


  I let the smoke out, and felt my hair growing, my body swelling, my mind bleeding out of my ears. The car was moving. The music was loud and thrilling. The air rushed into the windows and blew the moisture from my eyes. I turned to Jeff. He was rocking his head to the rhythm of the song, grinning like a thief who had recently eluded the police.


  "I had a vision of you and I." I yelled.


  "Oh yeah," he shouted, his eyes slim like two eroding crescent moons. "Do fucking tell!"


  "At Dr. Patterson's office, I had a vision of an open road. You were there. You gave me a hatchet and held a big hammer, like a mallet!"


  Jeff turned the volume down on the stereo.


  "You dreamt about me? That's pretty gay, man. Pretty damned gay."


  Normally, hearing an evaluation such as this would instantly engorge my anxiety, but the effect of the marijuana prevented me from doing anything besides laughing at Jeff's reply.


  "You're gay!" I screamed through my pathological giggles.


  "I think you're fucked up, man. Totally fried." My condition infected him, and he could no longer contain his laughter either. Tears ran from my eyes, my lungs searched for breath. Jeff swerved off of the road into the gravel shoulder. The thick old tires crunched through the stones, popping larger ones out into the thickening cloud of dust.


  "Oh shit!" He exclaimed, dragging the car back onto the road and knocking the volume down on the stereo. "We better chill, man. I'm going to end up getting busted."


  We stifled our laughter and concentrated. The world continued to bubble and moan.


  "What else happened in your dream?"


  "What?"


  "Besides the hammer and axe. What else?"


  "Oh, yeah, that. It wasn't a dream. You were getting out of this car. You helped me up and gave me the hatchet." My sober self knew the risks of telling Jeff about my visions, but I was not sober. "Your car was in the vision. That's how I knew."


  "What do you mean, it wasn't a dream? You knew what?" Jeff slammed on the brakes of his car and skidded off of the road into the dirt. He smashed the tiny remains of the joint into the ashtray.


  "You fucking knew what, man?" He leaned in as he asked, finger poking my chest. I felt the heat of his anger rising.


  "I knew your car was broken," I answered, softly. "And I knew I would fix it."


  Jeff stared at me. His emotional state melted from anger into disbelief. Then he erupted in laughter.


  I laughed, too.


  *****


  Reference.


  When I consider my personal evolution, I find it hard to find a more pivotal term. I'm referencing the past right now; I'm referenced in thousands of publications; I could not get a personal reference now! I'm constantly in a state of reference, and I always have been. Even though I pull ideas from the ethos, they are but references to possibility, to certain points in a nebulous of other ideas.


  What I don't possess is the ability to gather external references easily. It requires concentration on my part to understand what happens around me. I collect evidence. I move it to my warehouse. I take inventory. Had I any inclination to self-diagnose, I would place myself on a functional band of the spectrum, but such a recognition is merely a reference to something else, something that can be explained, and therefore, made real.


  This lack of reference in me is simply the way things are. Can you help yourself if a sad movie moves you? Should you be expected not to experience it that intensely? Of course not. So why should I, then, be expected to consider anything more than how the movie's plot devices are used to create the artifice of emotive fantasy? I trained myself to absorb such devices, such personal ‘scripts,' to acknowledge the role of emotion in society, and I was able to pretend I could relate to it like I really felt it all.


  I hope you understand that I have feelings, desires—a conscience, even. However, where you might be 80% involved in social concerns, I am only 49%. The 51% that casts the majority vote is built on logic and philosophical references. You may ask, ‘Charlie, don't you care about Jeff?' I would answer yes, and I would feel good saying so, but in my mind I would be listing the various ways in which Jeff's presence benefits me rather than some abstract notion of brotherly love.


  Jeff gave me references. Jeff gave me scripts. Jeff gave me a perspective of the world that was more forgiving, more enlightened to our disparate natures. I did care for him, and I owe him credit. I owe him many more than the few chapters you'll find here. A mirror to my character would reveal many aspects of his, from my speech to my flexibility. I am pieces of him. Even now, as I type these words, as I finish my life, I find it hard to distinguish him from me.


  Jeff taught me to roll a joint, gave me cassette after cassette of music. Jeff showed me tits. Jeff pointed out ass. Jeff taught me about popular culture, the power of subtly, and how to talk to others in a manner that would disguise my own insecurities. I could certainly say that he was my only true friend, but he was more a brother and a father to me. When my own father left, he put his hand on my shoulder, said goodbye, and disappeared. I saw him on a handful of occasions after that, and then again after initial successes put my name in the news, but he made no attempt at custody or custom of any kind. Bit by bit, his things were removed from our house, until all that remained were household tools once used by only him, now used by me, to keep up the yard.


  We sold the house the following year and moved into a rental not far from Jeff's. Another tree-lined street with broken-down cars in front, the social status of the relocation was difficult for my mother. As for me, I was delighted to be closer to Jeff, both in proximity and class.


  My mother, forced into employment to supplement the child support, took a job with an insurance broker, leaving me to spend all of my free time with Jeff. That is, when Jeff would allow it. Unlike me, Jeff indulged other acquaintances, and he was able to communicate effectively with girls.


  At one point, he said, "I'll call you from now on. You come over too much, man."


  I obeyed. What else could I do? Although I didn't understand it, I did recognize that in order to get what I wanted, I must abide by certain constraints. Another lesson from Jeff.


  I entered high school the following year. My hair had grown out and a tiny dusting of beard covered my purple, pock-marked face. I wore black t-shirts adorned with names like Metallica, Slayer, Megadeth, and Suicidal Tendencies. I had a chained wallet tucked into skin-tight black jeans. Little did I know, this particular wardrobe would be both a burden and a god-send during my high school years.


  Other miscreants gravitated towards me, and straight-laced kids moved away. I became, if not popular, accepted by a fairly tight group. And my access to Jeff, now 21 years old and something of a local legend, made me necessary. (Jeff was not only capable of acquiring any brand of controlled substance; he also seemed to know more about music and the world outside than anyone else.)


  Girls avoided me, romantically. My beard was still too thin to cover my badly scarred face, and my personality too foreign to capture them conversationally. However, a few gothic and rocker girls did befriend me, and treat me as one of them, or at least a harmless guy with an older, cooler friend. This furthered my status with the other boys, and made me more of a commodity to Jeff, who would always remind me to invite my girls over to his house when we'd hang out. He had intercourse with many of them, cementing further his god-like status over the other boys.


  Although I'd never struggled with school, I began to do better than I had previously. Once again, I credit Jeff for his influence. Unlike many of the fringe students, who plotted out a course of personal and scholastic destruction, Jeff took learning very seriously. During the day, Jeff attended classes at the junior college, and at night, he sat behind the register at the Waldenbooks in the mall.


  The contradictions I soon recognized in him only deepened my devotion to emulating him. He read books and less colorful periodicals, he wrote a column for the junior college newspaper—and, at the same time, he smoked mountains of marijuana and attended every rock concert in the greater bay area of San Francisco. Soon after we met, he stopped visiting Dr. Patterson, citing that his ‘debt had been paid,' but he never chided my continued visits to other psychologists in my teenage years.


  "You should keep going," he once said. "You're seriously fucked up."


  "No more than you."


  "I can survive in the world. You can't."


  Jeff would on occasion remind me that he was aware of my preoccupation with him. I believe he took pride in molding me into a ghost of himself, but what he didn't know was that he was saving me from a world of indifference, of indulgence in base instincts.


  "Why don't you sign up for auto shop?" He suggested, one summer day before I entered high school. I was lamenting the lack of a class on pot and music. "You're wasting your talents just tinkering with the General Lee."


  "Yeah, maybe," I replied with forced disinterest.


  "Yeah, maybe you should, dumbass."


  "Allright, dude. Easy."


  "Fuck would you do, man? Fuck would you do."


  We had many conversations like that. I would reply to something in a way I thought Jeff might appreciate, and he would return with a completely practical response. Even in the depths of a marijuana haze, he would pop up like a prairie dog and shame me with my own stupidity.


  One night, as we lay on the hood of the General Lee outside of the Oakland Coliseum, high on pot and listening to a Pink Floyd show we could not get into, I went into a long description of the perfect life.


  "And I'll get a boat. I can get a houseboat, you know, and I'll live on it. On the river. I can fix other people's boats for space in their docks and live free-style. And I'll own my own little auto shop, too. I'll just fix fucking rad cars, like the Lee. And we'll have big bags of the most insane weed. We'll smoke it on my boat, and float down the fucking river. Just like that. Easy and shit."


  "Count me out."


  I felt a sensation in the back of my head, a tingle different than the one brought on by the weed.


  "Well, I'm not asking you to live on my boat, dick. You can just come by and smoke some shit and enjoy the company of one of my many ladies." Even I could detect the concern in my voice.


  "Count me out of all of it," Jeff said, turning away from me.


  "Okay. I was just thinking out loud, you know."


  "I don't know. And I don't want to know. You think my fucking grand plan is to smoke weed on a houseboat? You think I go to school and work for nothing? Man, I'm already bored with smoking pot. Do you think I'll still be interested in getting high in ten years? I have got to get on with it."


  "With what?"


  "My fucking life, man." He held his arms up, cradling the sky.


  "What could possibly be better than getting baked and listening to kickass tunes on a houseboat?" I grinned at Jeff, hoping to sway him back to the moment I was imagining.


  "How about traveling the world? Or doing something important with your life? Like being a doctor or a scientist. Maybe something as mundane as having a wife and kids? I want all that shit. I want it all."


  "Well, duh, dude."


  "So you want that too? How are you going to get it? Put wings on your houseboat?" The anger in his voice shattered my persona.


  "I don't know. I just thought I would work on cars."


  "You can fix anything, and you want to fix cars. That's it? That's your life? Go fix the fucking space shuttle, man! Go fix something that means something!"


  "Calm down, dude."


  "Fuck you."


  I sat silent for many minutes, listening to the cacophony of sounds that came from the other parking lot partiers. Many of them would have celebrated my grand scheme, hopped on board my party boat and floated on into the smoky end of the world with me.


  "Sorry, Charlie," Jeff said, finally.


  "Me, too," I replied, although I didn't know for what. I suppose I felt sorry for almost losing him, even if only in a vision of the future.


  "When I'm in town, I'll stop by your boat and smoke a bowl with you, okay?"


  I felt a great relief come over me. Jeff did not plan to leave me, at least not permanently. My future, and whatever it brought with it, would contain a friendship with him.


  "Okay, man. I'll keep one packed and ready for you."


  *****


  I did sign up for shop, and within weeks the teacher, Mr. Sayer, made me something of an intern. I helped the other kids, even helped him diagnose issues with cars donated to the school auto shop. In my junior year of high-school, Mr. Sayer got a job cleaning the floors at a car dealership's garage through his brother-in-law, who worked in the parts department. The only condition of my employment was that I cut my hair and not dress like the devil, as the manager put it. I agreed and toned down my attire at work.


  It didn't take long for the manager to see that I could fix any engine, for any pay. He began giving me the worst jobs they had, from repacking axles to complete teardowns and rebuilds. Being a former mechanic himself, he gave me access to his tools, provided that every night, I would still mop the floors and pull the cars into shop.


  The mechanics, observing my prodigal nature, accepted me quickly as one could hope. Typically, the hazing would have lasted months, maybe years. For one portly mechanic named Tommy, he would always be Tubs. For our one black detailer, he would suffer accusation after accusation of theft: theft of food, tools, jobs, anything. It's a testament to the abuse suffered by minorities that they continue to suffer it. If any of the white mechanics endured the slightest offense, or even a sub-optimal raise, work would come to a stand still in the shop.


  Soon the mechanics came to me with questions about their own tickets, and I almost always diagnosed the problem correctly. I had found another home, another group that adopted me, another language to speak. Although none of them knew of my visions or past, they did know what I could do for them. Unlike the ribbing another new mechanic would have received, my was given with a smile, which essentially disarmed any legitimate attack.


  I was called shithead, stoner, Satanist, Satan, Chuckie, Upchuck, Fucknut and my favorite, Deadhead. Although the Grateful Dead were not in rotation on my walkman, I liked the sound of the title. Perhaps my future endeavors and philosophy were projecting into my young subconscious!


  The shop manager's name was Brad. An oafy, keen-eyed man with a silver, military flat-top, he was universally despised by the mechanics from a distance, and universally adored by the owner of the shop, a rarely seen man named Larry. Brad ran the shop like a brothel, giving minimal service for maximum profit, all the while making the customer think that they needed him rather than the other way around.


  "Charlie," he yelled from his office one day. "Come in here."


  I put down the flywheel in my hands, washed them in solvent and walked towards his office. The other mechanics hissed and said things like, "tough break, bitch" and "tape your asscheeks together" and "he always chooses the young ones."


  The mechanics all snickered at each others jokes, and I just smiled and walked through this gauntlet of harassment.


  Randy, the eldest mechanic and a living incarnation of 70's rock ‘n roll, occupied the front bay. His shoulder length hair and perfectly cultivated beard gave him the appearance of a biker, and his spindly body had survived more drugs than anyone I knew. He was the unspoken leader of the mechanics and would not let me pass without comment.


  "Try not to use your teeth, he doesn't like teeth," he said, pointing at me with a wrench.


  I ignored them all and leapt up the three stairs to Brad's tiny office. Inside, the giant man sat like a stuffed pepper in an old office chair, a mountain of completed job tickets waiting for processing.


  "It's your mom," he said.


  "What?"


  "Your mom. She's on the phone."


  "Oh, thanks."


  I picked up the phone and felt a jolt of cold air rush through me. Brad went back to punching keys on his calculator and writing down numbers while I stood there with the phone in my hand. Not really a vision, whatever I felt at the moment indicated that nothing good was going to come from speaking with my mother. She was calling me at work, something she never did.


  "Are you going to talk or what?" Asked Brad, ready to have the entirety of his office back.


  "Yeah. Sorry."


  I put the receiver to my ear, and I heard two voices: my mother's and my own. We spoke simultaneously, saying the same thing.


  Jeff's mother called.


  Jeff wrecked his car.


  Jeff was at the hospital.


  I put the receiver down and looked at Brad.


  "You okay?" He asked.


  "Yes."


  I walked out of his office and back to my stall. The mechanics harassed me, but I could not hear their words. All I heard was my own heartbeat inside my head.


  This feeling—this was new. Even when my father left, I felt left behind but okay. I knew that I would be with my mother.


  I felt deceived by my visions. Charlie and Jeff were supposed to be a team. Charlie and Jeff were going to take it apart and put it back together. Jeff was leaving me and my visions couldn't be trusted. I felt completely demolished.


  I sat down on the stool in front of my work bench, put my head in my hands and screamed.


  Chapter Five  Death of the Past


  Something fractured inside me, and my visions relayed only darkness, emptiness, and cold. I was unable to find any pieces, never able to fix myself. In my head, the young man at the work bench sits, screaming even now; a breathy, shrieking call of rage emitted for all my life.


  The shop went silent. No one spoke or moved. It was not customary for the mechanics to support each other in crisis—only provocation underpinned our tenuous camaraderie.


  Once my external scream exhausted, an internal one erupted, and I left the shop and walked to the bus stop without speaking to anyone. I boarded the first bus that arrived, and rode it for two hours, until it finished its route at the fueling yard. The driver yelled at me, told me I had to get off the bus, even shook my shoulder. This was the first contact I'd had since I left Brad's office, and it provided no comfort. Instead, I felt the hand like one simply pushing me forward towards a direction that was not predetermined, not chosen, but a matter of course, a path that one takes because there is a path available.


  I recall now the indifference of the hand, and how easily I moved out of the bus, out into the yard, down the nearest sidewalk towards nothing I knew. Since I'd met Jeff, I'd evolved into a person with direction, associations, and even though these were not the participants of my future life, the life you all know, they were the skeleton of the former me, and I could not fathom returning to my ignorant, formless shape.


  I wandered the streets for hours, mired in a fantasy of depletion, unaware that my spiraling course would lead me directly to the hospital. The bleating of a siren roused me from my introspection, and cued me to the cluster of buildings that make up the University of California hospital system. Back then, it was a mall of despair, a dense collection of silod treatment and research facilities. It's difficult to imagine now, in the age of holistic cloning, approaching your health with a city of medical units, each clamoring for funding and strategic positioning.


  I ambled into the biggest building in the group, assuming that this would be where they kept the bulk of their patients. The automatic doors swept open for me and I was suddenly washed in an antiseptic air. Aside from a few memorable shots and a set of stitches I received once after falling from my bicycle, I had little experience with doctors and had never been in a hospital. I waited in line at the registration desk, observing the nurses buzzing around in whimsical scrubs, and the doctors who donned plain scrubs and lab coats moving at a slightly slower pace.


  A spark flashed in my mind, but I could not discern its meaning. I noted it, though, and wondered if I was already too late. It pulsed and faded, leaving me no indication of its purpose. Looking back, I believe my vision was trying to break through the darkness but failing.


  At the front of the line, I asked for Jeff. I pretended to be his brother, even acted distraught, yet I could only truly summon more indifference. I found an elevator. I found the ward. I pressed a button.


  I made my way through more nurses and doctors who appeared more severe, more elegant, than the others in the lobby. This was the intensive care unit, a place where balances were held only for a moment, where success and failure truly had no middle ground. Even after hours of observation and consulting in ICUs, I can still say that, in my mind, a truly stable patient is one that has expired. Death holds the only real improved condition.


  I walked down the hallway and found the door to Jeff's room. My hand pressed against the heavy door, big enough to slide a gurney through. It pressed back. My strength was gone. I had come as close as I could, and now I would turn away from it, go back to work, fix a car, mop the floor, go home, smoke a bowl, listen to my stereo and wait for Jeff to call, wait for the rest of my life for that phone to ring, wait because he told me to, because I was calling him too much.


  The door fell open under my hand. Jeff's mom, Tina, was there, her face puffy and wet. She hugged me instantly, and I let her. Tina was divorced, and still relatively young for having a full grown son. She attired herself in a manner meant to attract men, younger men, but the effect was lost on me. She was the opposite of Jeff in every way. His serious, driven demeanor was either genetically acquired from his estranged father or hammered into his psychology by his own self-preservation. Tina was effusive and flighty, constantly losing her keys and unable to manage a relationship. However, if she had one trophy on an otherwise bare, dusty mantle, it was her son.


  I put my arms around her and held her for a moment. Even though I wanted to comfort her, I wanted more to flee the hospital, to rewind my journey and go back to before the phone rang. I could barely hold her.


  "Hi Tina," I said weakly into her hair.


  "You're trembling, Charlie," she said. She held me tighter, no doubt enjoying the sudden opportunity to mother me. I relaxed into the embrace and let her have the moment.


  "How is he," I asked.


  She didn't respond. Instead, she pulled away from me and looked at me.


  "It's going to be okay. Just go in and talk to him."


  "Okay." She smiled at me and moved out into the hallway, looking for some form of distraction strong enough to keep her on her feet.


  I entered the room and the door shut behind me. A curtain prevented me from seeing anything except the glow from the window on the other side of the room. I smelled blood, slightly detectable under the strong layer of antiseptics and freshly dispensed bandages.


  I sliced the separation between the curtains with my hand, still lined with grease and dirt from the shop. I closed my eyes and passed through the barrier into the inner chamber.


  "You can look."


  I did.


  Jeff was lying there with his left arm and leg suspended in bandages. His head was partially wrapped in gauze, round dots of brown-edged crimson pooled under them, also on the left. With his right hand, he held a juice box, which he sipped on as he glared at me.


  "You're not dead."


  "Neither are you," he replied, the morphine deepening his voice.


  "I thought you were. I was sure."


  "Another vision?"


  "No, not this time. I just, I don't know. I just felt like you were dead."


  "You look disappointed," he said, smiling. His pale, blue eyes were nearly grey in the hospital light, like tiny cups of water used by a child to clean a paint brush.


  "No. I'm not disappointed," I said, returning his grin. Even though I experienced a sense of relief, it was minor. Seeing Jeff alive and lucid simply couldn't drive away the confusion and despair caused by the betrayal of my visions. His death still felt real.


  "You may get your wish yet." He pulled the rest of the juice from the box and set it down.


  "What do you mean?"


  "I took a turn too fast, hit the curb and popped up onto the sidewalk, eventually hit a gas station sign, and was tossed out of the car. We should probably fix the seatbelts."


  "What do you mean, I may get my wish."


  "I don't have any serious internal injuries, but one scan did detect a mass in my right lung. Everyone is fairly upset."


  "What kind of mass?"


  "Not the religious kind. Well, not really religious, although I have begun praying to it."


  Jeff's discourse confused me. Normally, he was focused, serious, playful within limits. The Jeff I found at the hospital was grinning, elusive, caustic.


  "What are you talking about?" I demanded.


  "Probably cancer, maybe nothing more than a benign gob."


  "Cancer? How can you have cancer?"


  "I asked the same thing. I'm still waiting for the answer. They've been telling me not to worry, but I already know what it is. It's like someone finally lifted the cover off of it."


  I sat in a nearby chair. From that first call from my mother to finding Jeff alive to now, I had entertained so many possibilities; I couldn't tell if what Jeff was saying to me made any real difference to me.


  "Hey."


  "Yeah," I said.


  "Quit fucking around."


  "What?"


  "You can't you fix me?"


  I met his grey eyes, full of focus, intensity, trapping me inside of that question. I'm no fool. I understand psychology and the fallibility of human memory, and have wondered many times if he truly asked this question. It makes sense that he would. I freely discussed my visions with him, bragged about my ability to fix anything. However, I sense that his new disposition, even his remarkable clarity, might be something I applied over the many years since the event occurred. The true conversation matters little, though, as the particulars are both documented and accurate.


  "I don't know what you mean."


  "No visions for me now, Charlie?"


  "No," I answered. I only possessed feelings at the moment, and none of them were helpful.


  "Let me know, okay? I'm open to any kind of miracle, right now."


  *****


  I visited Jeff everyday during the time he lived at the hospital. He never asked me not too, never said I came by too much. The confirmed cancer growing inside changed him, made him need me. Girls didn't come by, friends didn't come by, co-workers of his didn't come by. Just his mother and me.


  I brought music tapes, magazines and books. Jeff listened to his Walkman and read. He read with an appetite I hadn't seen first hand. In my innocence, I thought he derived it as I acquired the visions, by some sort of magic!


  The healing of his wounds, a small victory for him, occurred swiftly and without incident. The doctors decided his tumor, malignant and of a particularly nasty variety, must wait for his body to heal before being addressed.


  While he was incapacitated, I acquired Jeff's wrecked car from a police impound yard and brought it to the shop. I asked Brad for a few days off and the use of my bay. He allowed me to work on Jeff's car as long as I still mopped the floors at night. Every moment I wasn't at school or the hospital or home sleeping, I was in the shop, tearing apart the twisted heap of Jeff's car.


  "That's his friend's car. His friend has cancer. His friend is dying."


  I heard these words, and they irritated me. I wanted to believe I was just fixing a car that needed fixing. However, the favors that the sentiment provided were immense. Carlos called his cousin who owned a wrecking yard, so I acquired many of the parts for free, and access to the vast network of junkyard owners across the nation. Between his call and calls made by the other mechanics, I had access to any tool, part, and advice I needed.


  I finished repairing the mechanical problems and made plans to repair and repaint the body of the car. I asked the other mechanics if they knew anyone with a body shop where I could complete the task.


  Randy approached me. He was the saltiest of the crew, a man who said little that wasn't an insult. He was the put-down king of the shop and was personally responsible for the majority of my early nicknames. No one was safe from his jabs, not even Brad, whom Randy would besmirch directly, and in front of others. I never wondered why Brad tolerated it, when he'd quickly clamp down on anyone else who showed a similar temperament.


  Randy told me to meet him early on the following Monday morning at the shop. I was nervous, wondering if he meant only to give me grief, but when I arrived, he was there with a tow truck. We loaded up the car and drove it across town to a body shop owned by his ex brother-in-law named Tony, a heavily mustached, quiet man.


  We unloaded the car and rolled it into the open bay. I hadn't done any body work before, but I had a good sense on how to proceed.


  "Tony, do you mind if I borrow your tools?" I asked.


  "I do."


  "Oh," I said, surprised by his reply. I had assumed he knew I came with only the car.


  One of Tony's guys walked around the car, inspecting the body.


  The man nodded at Tony and whistled. Two of the other employees who were leaning on a workbench came over and set upon the car, pushing it into position and getting it prepped for dismantling.


  "You're going to do it?" I asked.


  "Miquel is going to do it. Him and Teddy and Frank."


  I looked at Miquel. He was already under the hood, poking around.


  "Jesus, Randy."


  "I know, kid. I told him to charge the shit out of you."


  Tony smiled. "I ought to charge the shit out of you for selling my boat."


  "You shouldn't have left it in my driveway." Randy replied.


  "You borrowed it, asshole!"


  "Bullshit. You needed a place to put it."


  They smiled at each other and shook hands.


  "Should be done in a couple weeks," Tony said. He winked at me and walked back into his office.


  "Let's go," Randy said. "I need to get to work, and you need to get to school."


  "Why did you do this?" I asked.


  He put his hand on my shoulder.


  "Cancer made me a widow. It's a fucking curse. Let's go."


  *****


  This is the longest chapter of my life, a time when the visions disappeared and the principles of fate staged a coup over determinism. My choices, my very voice, served as little more than a defensive gesture to the cancer that consumed Jeff.


  The cancer would take him, effectively kill itself, and leave me a carrier of two dead creatures. I never asked questions about cancer back then, never wondered why or how it came to be. Those around Jeff asked, over and over, to themselves, to each other, the why and the how. I learned to nod or shake my head depending on the tone of the inquiry. Perhaps my indifference was merely a signal to the coming change, or a regression on my part, back to a state of innocence, back to what I knew before I met him.


  Three months after the accident, Jeff was released from the hospital, his clutter of casts and bandages receding to a simple set of two modest braces and a rib-guard, the once-stitched wounds on his head now small, thick scabs glossy with antiseptics. I drove Jeff and his mother home in her car, both of them looking out opposite windows in the back seat.


  Jeff possessed a queer smile, something between happiness and surrender. I said nothing of it. I said nothing at all.


  We had not talked about what was waiting for him. I know he knew. Newspapers were running special features on my progress, on Jeff's accident and cancer, on our friendship. I'd been seen on television after being caught by a band of reporters on my way into the hospital to visit Jeff.


  "Is it true you met in therapy?"


  "How did you learn to fix cars?"


  "How do you feel about your friend being charged with a DWI after he's released from the hospital?"


  "Do you or your friend have any interest in Satanic worship?"


  "Are you high right now?"


  "When do you think the car will be done?"


  I was the poster boy for Jeff's illness, for his accident, for every good and bad view of teenagers of that era. On television, you might see me with a halo or with horns, depending on the perspective of the story's producer. Little did they know! Such masterful foreshadowing would not be possible even in fiction!


  Later in my life, the television spots recorded during this time would appear again and again, taking on the slant of present day opinion.


  "Dr. Fleischman's dedication to the human race was evident even as a young man."


  "Dr. Fleshman's early use of drugs and interest in dark music are a precursor to the horrors he would go on to create."


  The architecture of fame is nebulous, and if you believe you have control over the fabrication of your notoriety, I wish you well. It will always have a perilous foundation, and when the walls crumble around you, no measure of will can reseat them.


  When I reflect on my profound lack of confidence while talking to reporters, I do feel a rush of sentimentality—a deep, surprising desire to return to my former self. On returning from such reverie, I always consider the life that occurred after these interviews, and I feel nothing. No lingering sentimentality, no desire to return, but no real regrets. Honestly, I may have some misgivings, but they are of a personal nature, and have little relation to my overall development.


  As we pulled down Jeff's street, I watched him in the rearview mirror. I could already detect the bright orange ahead of me, but I wanted to see when Jeff would notice it. We were less than two houses away when he turned his head towards the house. His serene smile disappeared, replaced by an open mouth of disbelief.


  On the driveway sat his car, fully restored. Tony's crew hadn't just repaired the body, they transformed it into an exact replica of the General Lee. Bright orange paint, Confederate flag, the white-bordered black number 01 on the door, Jeff's name meticulously scripted next to the side view mirror; they hadn't missed any detail. A roll cage was mounted in the interior and a bumper guard on the front. The only difference between Jeff's car and the original was the decision to leave the doors useable rather than welded shut.


  "Dude."


  "Yeah."


  "What the fuck did you do?" I could hear his voice tremble, nearing collapse.


  "I fixed your car."


  I pulled up slowly to the curb, so we could all take a long look. As I stopped the car, I looked again in the rear view mirror. I saw Tina's head buried into her son's shoulder, and I saw Jeff, tear-stains lacing his cheeks.


  We made eye contact through the mirror.


  "Jesus, Charlie," he mumbled.


  "Want to go for a ride." I said, feeling my own eyes water for the first time since I was a child.


  *****


  The day I entered high school, I had friends, I had a pot-habit, and I had a predefined scene to fling myself into.


  I had vision.


  The day I left, I had lost it all. Every day after Jeff's accident, more and more of my group became less and less interested in me. I held no malice towards them. I was no longer interested in getting high all day, or discussing the latest hybrid metal from Seattle. When plans were made to buy concert tickets or attend a party, I always declined on account of my commitment to be with Jeff. They all sympathized with me, especially the girls, but sympathy is often a pat on the shoulder that comes arms-length.


  With this loss of interest from one group came a gain of popularity with another. The ambitious kids, the intellectuals, the student government, the hyper-nerds—they read about me in the paper, about the restoration of Jeff's car, about my ability to fix any vehicle—and they began engaging me. Smiles in the hall transformed into small talk before class, people to sit with during lunches, and ultimately, my first kiss.


  Her name was Beth Madden, a comely girl with a clear complexion, sandy blond hair forever tied up in a pony-tail, vintage eyeglasses, and a very high IQ. Aside from Jeff, she was the first young person I encountered who acted surprised that anyone might not want to go to college. Initially, her interest in me reflected her own need to achieve, to fix things, as she treated me as one might treat a salvageable project. Our initial conversations often took on this tone.


  "What kind of treatment is he receiving?"


  "I don't know. Some chemotherapy."


  "You don't know? You should find out." She smiled as she said this, as if stunned by my ignorance.


  "I suppose."


  "No, you really should. He needs an advocate."


  "What's that?"


  "Someone who makes sure things are done right! Jeez, Charlie! You know that."


  "I guess I do." I really did, but when I spoke with Beth, I seem to behave like I first did with Jeff. I let her guide me, tell me what I already knew. Even though I was Jeff's advocate, I wasn't in the way she suggested. I only provided him with companionship, and he and I rarely even spoke of his illness.


  After several lunches at school and walks to classes, I asked Beth if she'd like to "hang out" with me.


  "Really?"


  "I think so?" I raised my hand to my face, as if I could somehow hide the scars and leftover acne that covered my cheeks and neck. She picked up on the gesture and touched my hand with just enough pressure that I let it fall.



  "You think so?" She said with a warm smile. I smiled back, relieved by her concession.


  "I do. Yes. I really do."


  "Sure. Why not?"


  "Yes!" I exclaimed excitedly, and then quickly morphed into what I thought was an appropriate level of enthusiasm. "Right on."


  The following Friday evening, after mopping the floors of the shop, I rushed home, cleaned up and drove my mother's car to Beth's house. Her father answered the door, a short, muscular man with a shaved head and a stern crease across his brow.


  "Hello, Mr. Madden?"


  "Charlie?"


  "That's me. Nice to meet you, sir."


  "Come on in."


  He made just enough space for me to pass, and I did. Inside the house, one not unlike the house my family used to occupy, I found Beth's mother sitting on the couch, reading a magazine. She was an older, thinner and taller version of Beth. Her beauty had not departed her even in middle age, and she had the posture of a chiropractor. She put the magazine down in her lap as I walked in.


  "You must be Charlie," she said without any emotion. I was being assessed, and she wanted me to know it.


  "Yes. I assume you are Mrs. Madden."


  "The one and only. Beth will be down in a moment. Please, have a seat."


  I did, on the chair across from her. Mr. Madden took a seat next to his wife and folded his arms across his chest.


  "Do you believe your long hair will help?" he asked. Although I had cut it when I began working at the shop, my hair was still long by traditional standards.


  "Help?"


  "Yes, will it help you fight off this?" He pointed at his bald head.


  "Um. I don't know?"


  "Tom," Mrs. Madden spoke. "The boy doesn't give two hoots about balding."


  "Seen any hair in the shower drain? That'll be it. That's when you'll know."


  "I haven't really looked," I nervously replied.


  "Uh-huh," he muttered, squinting his eyes at me.



  "Just ignore him. Once upon a lifetime, Tom had a magnificent mane of red hair. When I first saw him, it looked like his head was on fire."


  "Like a god," he said.


  "Yes, he was god-like."


  "I can tell," I said, not really knowing why.


  "Hmm…" Mr. Madden cracked a smile. "So, what college are you going to attend?"


  "I'm going to get ASE certified after I graduate. I fix cars at Malone Honda right now."


  "Cars?"


  "Yes."


  "Hmm…"


  "Beth has already been accepted to Berkeley. She wants to teach, though." Mrs. Madden forced a smile as she relayed this information.


  "Yes, got in without a problem. Even nailed a scholarship," Mr. Madden added. "Although I'm still holding out for her to find something besides teaching."


  "I know. She's very smart," I replied.


  "Not many Berkeley girls dating mechanics, you know," Mr. Madden stated, any trace of a smile gone.


  "I suppose not," I returned, glancing over to the staircase to see if Beth was coming to rescue me.


  "Well, we're all entitled to have a little fun, right?" Mrs. Madden interjected. "Just as long as everyone realizes that it's just for fun, what's the harm?"


  "None that I can see, yet," answered Mr. Madden.


  I looked up the staircase again.


  "She'll be down as soon as we call her," Mrs. Madden said.


  "Do you smoke pot?" Mr. Madden asked. "I've read about your friend in the paper. Apparently, he was high as a kite when he slammed into the Chevron."


  "I don't. Not anymore."


  "But you did?"


  "Yes, I did. I haven't since Jeff's accident."


  "Why?"


  "I don't know. I just haven't." I hadn't consciously stopped, although Jeff provided me with most of my supply. I had his connection. I could have gotten more for myself at any time.


  "Interesting," Mr. Madden returned. "I can assume that no pot will be offered to Beth."


  "Beth wouldn't take it if I did." I realized immediately that this was the reply they wanted.


  "To be sure," Mrs. Madden started. "However, our job is to protect her…"


  "Our job," continued Mr. Madden, a sneer erupting over his lip, "is to keep her on the straight and narrow. She's smart, but she's still a kid. We do whatever it takes to keep her away from drugs and other mischief that could ruin her future."


  "I understand. I will not be using pot, nor will I be offering any to Beth."


  "Okay," Mr. Madden grumbled, letting go of his sneer. The crease over his brow remained. "Anything else, Mary?"


  "No," Mrs. Madden answered. "I think he's had enough."


  "Beth!" Mr. Madden called.


  Immediately, Beth came rushing down the stairs, wide-eyed and smiling. Her presence diffused any tension that remained. She looked gorgeous, every bit the prodigy of her mother. Gone were the vintage glasses and pony tail, the sweater vest and collared shirt, the dowdy jeans and patchwork knapsack.


  The purple, crushed velvet dress clung to every curve of her, and her curled hair bounced as she descended each step on the staircase.


  "My god," I whispered.


  "Careful," said Mr. Madden.


  "You look incredible," I said, realizing just how dour my shirt and bolo tie, black pants and black jacket made me look.


  "Thanks!" She said. "Now that mom and dad are done with the interrogation, how about we get out of here?"


  I looked towards Mr. and Mrs. Madden.


  "Go on, kids," Mrs. Madden allowed. "Have a nice time."


  We did. At least, I felt we did. After a quick spaghetti dinner, a movie about a dead man and pottery-making wife, and a trip to the ice cream parlor, I returned Beth home to a house with a light on inside the living room. No doubt Tom Madden was still sitting on the couch, arms crossed. Her curfew was 11:00 PM, but we arrive back at 10:35.


  Sitting in the car, without an agenda or a movie to guide us, I realized I had no idea what to do with her. It's not that my sexual drive was inactive—believe me, it wasn't—I just had no experience in romance, no clue how to proceed. With Mr. Madden's warnings lingering in my thoughts, I began to wonder why she would date me at all.


  Even though the night proved to be a dating success, any confidence I had in our connection was washed away by thoughts of my horrible skin, my lackluster future, my allegiance to Jeff. Not only did I not know how to make a sexual advance, I didn't know how to make an emotional one. I complimented her again on her transformation.


  "I still can't believe you're the same girl. You look so plain at school."


  "Thanks a lot, Charlie," she said, sarcastically.


  "No, that didn't come out right."


  "Uh-huh."


  "I mean, you seem like such a student at school." It was getting worse.


  "You don't say?"


  "Crap. I'm not very good at this."


  "No, you aren't, but that's okay. I didn't agree to go out with you because of your charisma."


  The deflation I already experienced doubled.


  "Why did you? Agree, that is."


  She smiled and tilted her head.


  "There's goodness in you, Charlie. You seem like you're from another planet, for sure, but the way you care about your friend, it inspires me. I hope to have someone care for me like that."


  I didn't care like that. I wanted to, but I just could not distinguish between my feelings and sexual desires for her. I tried to force a lie out, to tell her that now she had me, but my previous introspection only led to doubt, even about my devotion to Jeff. Did I really care about him, or did I just need him to guide me? Could I care about Beth? She didn't want to guide me, so I would have to participate more in the relationship. I hadn't had a vision in months! I didn't know if I'd ever have another one again. I only asked Beth out because Jeff suggested it to after I mentioned her!


  "Me, too." The words were honest, but hollow. No comfort could be found in my tone or delivery. I served them to Beth like someone placing five dollars into the basket at church, a donation out of obligation rather than spirit or desire.


  Beth eased back in her chair, aware that I had opened a gulf between us.


  "Is it my parents?"


  "What?"


  "The interrogation—did they scare you?"


  "No, it's not that. There's a lot you don't know about me, Beth. A lot of things that you might not like, or understand. It's taken me a long time to know this."


  "And you think that makes you special? Do you think you know everything about me?"


  "I don't mean to suggest anything, only that I've been a little lost lately. I have no vision."


  "You're going to be a mechanic, right? That's what you told my parents."


  "You were listening?"


  "Well, duh! Of course I was!" She laughed. I did, too.


  "I sounded like a real dunce, eh?"


  "No, not entirely."


  "Gee, thanks."


  She slapped my shoulder.


  "You should really just kiss me. It'll make everything better, you'll see."


  I leaned over. She leaned over. She closed her eyes. I did not.


  I put my hand on her cheek, cupping it the way I'd seen Jeff do with many girls.


  I angled my face just enough so our noses wouldn't collide. I leaned closer.


  A few centimeters before our mouths touched, I closed my eyes.


  When I opened them, Beth was there, sitting back in her seat, staring incredulously at me.


  "What the hell, Charlie?"


  "I can explain."


  "Maybe later. I need to go." She opened the door and exited the car without another word. There would not be a later. I knew that then.


  I knew everything then.


  My vision had returned.
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