PAGE  
1

Lost and Found

by

Jonathan Hatch

	Writer’s Statement

To My Mother

Lost…

I Killed Andy

Animals

They Stole Paul

Wave that Black Flag

I Think They Forgot Someone

Christians Never Tasted So Good

Freedom Cowers

Lebensraum

Your Captain is Speaking

Hell is Upholstered

Jet Lag

Bowl of Noodles

The Secession

A Typical Nature Essay

Frasier

…and Found
	2

6

8

12

20

28

33

39

42

44

46

50

54

57

60

62

69

71

72


Pure Columbian

When it came,

my soul took flight -

punched through walls

mortared with falsehood.

I splashed like a child

in an ocean of wonder.

The taste of justice,

was the simple truth.

And then it came,

my soul did sink.

The brick work,

it seems,

served a blissful purpose.

And in the wake of naivety lost,

I learned that truth

is an acquired taste.

Writer’s Statement

My penchant for self-reflection is a curse. Bound to the past by relationships and the joy or regrets that followed, I lead a life where the future seems less like living and more like a game of pachinko. Desires, passions, and aspirations sprinkle over the obstacles that everyday life provides. Watching this poorly developed metaphor unfold on paper, I can’t help but think, “God damn it this Perkin’s coffee tastes awful.”


But I digress. The subject at hand is my project, which I present to you in two forms: digital media and paper.


Over the course of this past year I was privileged to be a part of a class regarding the art of creative non-fiction, and a class that focused on writing within a web-based context. It was also during this semester that I was exposed to the truly competitive aspect of a writer’s profession, the road towards publication – a road fraught with the gnashing teeth of egos, politics, and subjective criticism. I find the whole ordeal repulsive and unproductive with regards to the progress of poetry and prose.


The war of credibility is waged on the pages of countless reviews, journals, and magazines. In preparation for these battles, battles that each student of the written language must fight, we are given the same advice time and again:


“Read what’s being published and work your way towards that objective.”


In essence we are being told that, yes we should exploit our talents, but not in a direction that challenges the time-worn system of publishing that these editors and professors of English have built around themselves. Credibility, it seems, is given only to those who play the game to win. Zero-sum games in the field of literature are disregarded as idealistic heresy. I find credibility lacking in the system itself.


If you want proof that the system holds no merit, all you need do is ask yourself if you think that you deserve the BFA you’re being awarded when you graduate. I, for one, would gamble with the idea that I do not. How should I know if I deserve a degree of such supposed stature when I wasn’t even subjected to a review process? This is a process that (as many of our art students here have learned) protects the program from a flood of talent-less hacks, which I may very well be. Even more proof can be offered if you simply tally up the number of people in the program who have actually been published, and of the few who have, how distinguished were the publications their pieces were showcased in? Thus was born the concept of a website dedicated to my exploration of the English language and an equally important passion of mine, photography.


It seems obvious to me that in order to avoid this mind-bender the literary community trumpets as “credible publishing merits,” I should spend more time delving into an established medium that has yet to be sullied by the faux authority of the academic literati. Hypertext Markup Language presented itself as the perfect catalyst for such a project, my senior project. The mixture of letter and image, prose and visualizations, ego and id, made this decision unavoidable.


This decision wasn’t made merely to avoid the tribulations associated with print publishing, but to maintain a clarity of artistic vision. All too often we find writers who feel like their pieces aren’t being given the chance they really deserve, either because there weren’t appropriate pictures accompanying the text, or they didn’t find the layout of their published work acceptable. Hypertext provides the author a rare opportunity to present her or his prose in the way she or he sees fit, bypassing the hassles that third party design are plagued with.


Not only does hypertext cut out the middle person, but it eases the task of revision and creates a direct channel of communication between the writer and the reader. Those channels that are closed by the boundaries set up by the publishing industry. When was the last time you were offered the chance to make a critical comment or given a heart felt encouraging word to some writer you just happened to stumble upon in a small review? Thanks to the development of forums, email, and bulletin board systems, the channels for criticism and honest discussion (a symptom of anonymous discourse) are opened.


Couple these improvements with the advent of moveable type wikis/blogs and the possibilities for group fiction, whiteboard revisions, and partnered blogging rear their gorgeous heads. Wikis, a type of webpage server that allows people to edit the contents of any page on the server with simple commands and an almost universal interface. In a way Wikis could be described as the anarchist’s answer to web page development, giving everyone with the proper authorization the chance to modify a piece of text on the web without need access to the server or expensive pieces of software.

Blogs run along the same lines as Wikis. They are the sum of a journal and a universal interface that allows the user to update from where ever they might gain access to the internet. The mechanics of blogs are interesting, but not nearly as interesting as the way they change the modus operandi of writing in general. The tightening of text, outside influences (via. Comment boards), and the ability to display pictures makes blogging the new wave in extra-publishing services. The best part is, it’s free.

It is a desire of mine to implement many of these features in forthcoming versions of the site I have chosen to call, “The Boathouse.” The very website where, for now, I shall host my senior project - a project fraught with the anarchist ramblings, familial relationships, personal relationships, romantic relationships, childhood memories, and of course travel. If I was going to describe the theme of my project, I’d say much of it centers around relationships, childhood memories, and travel. Without these three abstracts, a life is simply not lived. I’d say I’ve lived, and what I present to you, the reader and the world, is just a glimpse into what it is I happened to live through.

You will notice that the overall structure is, for the most part, ordered chronologically starting with the memories of one girl and ending with a letter of love addressed to another. It should be noted that this is, quite obviously intentional and a testament to the not-so-subtle lessons I’ve learned  with regards to relationships – the intimate kind anyway.

We’ll start with a letter to my mother. The intimacy of our relationship will never be adequately described with words, but that isn’t to say we should stop trying.

To My Mother

(to whom I dedicate this project)

Dear Mother,

Mulling around yesterday, I wondered what it was I should be giving you for Mother’s Day. It’s one of those moments in every son’s life where blanks always seem to be drawn. What do you get the woman that you love the most? What do I get the woman who held my hand across each and every street until I was too old, too strong headed to admit that I appreciated the comfort I found in your hands? It’s a decision we’re asked to make only once each year, and each year all we can do is stand in the aisles of department stores with glazed eyes and shame in our hearts for not having found the perfect gift earlier.


Maybe I could have found the perfect gift if I had started the search sooner, but it’s not likely. I daydreamed about being able to play the guitar so I might sing you a heart felt song on a sunny afternoon, but I don’t know how to play the guitar. I’ve toyed with the idea of saving enough money to take you on a vacation to the Bahamas or maybe Hawaii, but I barely make enough money to keep my scotch glass full. Perhaps a Sunday drive in a brand new convertible? I’m still fumbling with the day dreams when, once more, I find myself staring at the emotionally barren shelves in Target, wondering if I can pass off my empty ambitions with another “I Love Mom” mug.


It tears me up inside when I think about how many Mother’s Days I’ve let slide with a hug and a card, it’s unacceptable. We’re talking about you, my mother, the very same woman who rubbed suntan lotion on my chaffed, red backside after a day of building sandcastles on the seemingly endless beaches of Florida. And when you were done you ran your fingers through my fine, brown hair while we discussed the proceeds of a day fraught with the struggles of a boy and nature – a war waged with small plastic shovels and the naive determination of a ten year old architect fighting to keep his colony of sand fleas alive, fighting to stop the ocean from claiming his kingdom, fighting to make his mother proud.


Making my mother proud has always been my first priority, whether it seemed that way or not. Knowing this, and realizing the amount of time I’ve managed to spend with you, I feel as though I’ve failed in one way or another. My memories of you are few and far between, but that’s not your fault. It’s mine. If I wasn’t busy playing computer games, bar-hopping with my friends, and chasing girls, I’d probably have a lot more to write about. Yet, that’s not to say I don’t have any fond memories.


I remember you showing up on days that really mattered; days like my First Communion, my graduation from Saint Phillips, my high school graduation, and in the very near future, my college graduation. I remember all of the encouragement you gave me when things were getting rough, when depression had locked its jaws. I remember the support you gave me when I lost a love you helped me to realize. Yet, instead of dwelling on the absurdities of life you took me to the Backyard’s lunch buffet where I stuffed myself on roast beef and faux mashed potatoes.


You have always been there when I really needed someone to talk to, and for that I am appreciative, and for that I decided to put the Hallmark card back on the shelf, walk out of the mall, drive home, and write you this letter. 

I love you mom. I always will.

Lost…

My alarm clock radio is screaming the BBC news so loudly I can hear the speakers crackle.

 “…THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE ARE FLEEING TO HIGHER LAND IN WHAT SOME WOULD SAY IS THE WORST FLOOD SINCE 1973…”

It’s seven o’clock in the morning, but the truth is, I’ve been awake for quite some time. In fact, I’ve been up since five. This happens to me sometimes. My dog does the same thing before a big storm. She sits in the corner of the room, watching me. Maybe she’s looking for a gesture of safety, or a soft palm to nuzzle her cold nose into. Maybe she’s just staring at me. I’ve been staring at me for the past ten minutes. 

I’m holding this can of shaving gel that refuses to release its contents. It’s whispering to me, laughing at me with long hisses and a sputter or two. I got this gel in Japan, maybe that’s why it’s laughing at me. Wretched whore! I’ll fix your little red wagon! I grit my teeth and prepare for a release of my own.
The can slams against the lip of my bathroom sink. Nothing is coming out, and I know that violence won’t solve the issue, but something inside of me – the short-tempered primate in all of us – is poking my nerves with a stick. I hammer away, apishly baring my teeth. Why – won’t  –  you – open – you – piece – of – a geyser! An eruption of aloe-vera shaving gel sprays onto my pale, wet chest and then to the floor. Violence, it seems, does solve simple issues if you’re not too picky about the consequences. I scoop up what little of the gel is usable and squint into the mirror. Is my nose really that big?
The shave goes smoothly; no nicks, no scratches. No blood, this time. The ritual is complete and I grab the bottle of aftershave, dousing my hands with it and then patting the cool liquid across my jaw. It’s at this very moment, when the alcohol starts to burn, that it dawns on me; this is the aftershave that she bought me in the duty-free shop before we boarded the plane – the plane that heralded me into a summer that choked my affections for a girl who loved me more than I loved her. Thinking about her now, I can feel her lips grazing over the hairs on my neck. She is so alive in the past. She treats me like a flower, the way she always has, the way she always did, brushing my petals with those pouting lips – pulling my stem out of the rich dirt, clutching me to her breast. It’s a point in time that just won’t fucking quit.


This timelessness is agonizing. Exhausted, I stare down at the peach-colored sink. White droplets of aftershave and foam fall from my hands, spattering my chrome faucet, encrusted with month’s worth of toothpaste. Good memories, like movies, rerunning in my mind for what seems like hours – memories of Japan, and all of the smiles she shared with me. Leaning over the sink, I pay homage to her love, a love I threw aside in the fit of lust I had for another woman. I let her lay wilting on the warm sidewalk. My chest is tightening. It’s hard to breath. Images of her face and that quirky smile, they chide me for being the coward that I was. I’m a boy in a man’s body. My throat begins to tighten. For the first time since we broke up almost a year ago, my bottom lip quivers.


If only her beauty was something I could make concrete. She was more than her long black hair. She was more than her deep brown eyes. She was more than the sexy, slender, ex-Olympic hopeful. Downhill skiing was what she did. That was the way she lived her life, giving in to the gravity, slaloming her way to the goal, avoiding the things she didn’t want to deal with; things she couldn’t deal with, like her alcoholism, and her father’s alcoholism. Minako was a soft girl with violent tendencies; pure to the core about her feelings, unconcerned about hurting mine. Minako was a woman. She had a will; something I’d never noticed in the others. I know now that women have a will, and that I lost a woman.


I can’t remember the last time I cried. Sentimentality is not a journal I subscribe to. There’s something else brewing now, worse than sorrow. Tears eclipse my eyes. The emotion boils over and there I am weeping, pouring out into the sink, gasping for breath. I try to control myself and imagine the voice of a drill sergeant: Buck up boy! You’re over this. It’s done. If my grief were physical, a few laps in the pool would work it out of me. Constant regret, though, has no substance. It skulks in the depths of your subconscious, anticipating a moment of weakness, and when that weakness comes, it startles you - gradual but swift, like a flood, overflowing the dikes you’ve built to keep your conscience in check. Still I’m standing; trying to tie the boats to my dock, building sandcastle walls in the shadow of an approaching tsunami. A boy on the beach with nowhere to run.


It hits, and I buckle. Collapsing to the floor, I clasp my hands to my face - wailing at an abnormal volume; abnormal enough that my roommate, who was reading quietly in the living room, leaves the house. The door closes. 

All my doubts, all my dismay at what a failure I have become are pounding on the door, demanding to be heard. My face is purple and my lungs burn.  Granules of sand bury themselves in my skin while I struggle for breath on the cold linoleum floor. The pain, after months of never looking back, has multiplied geometrically. I never did deal with the break up. I just threw it to the floor, like a boy who throws his controller when he’s angry at a game, when he’s angry at how poorly he’s been playing it.

And then I realize that I haven’t washed the aftershave off of the fingers, the same fingers I’m rubbing my eyes with. Two blinks and then sensations of anguish I never knew possible burn deep. Pain all around me, and there I tremble, grasping for relief in a world filled with so many mixtures of pain, it’s hard to keep track of the flavors.

My hands find a towel. I will its texture into an extension of my mother’s soft touch – a prosthetic bosom to rest my head upon. The towel is an avatar of the comfort blanket I lost so many years ago. My hands clench the towel. I wipe my eyes. The more tears I shed, the less it burns. So I cry hard, squeezing what little brine I have left into this bundle of damp cotton. The towel, soaked with all the grief that puddles up in the tide’s retreat, lays motionless with me for a few minutes while I catch my breath. 

I imagine myself a surfer, lying on a warm sand beach. A soft-white, sixty-watt light bulb plays the role of the sun. 

It’s time to move on, I think to myself, time to get back on your board. One hand and then another, and now I’ve lifted myself up onto the toilet, a safe place to dry myself and wait for the tide to go back down. Eventually it does; and while I wait, I pick the pieces of sand out of my back, comfortable with the fact that I’m still alive. 

At least I’m still alive.
I Killed Andy

The tingle of cold vinyl brushes against the soft underside of my arm waking me from my trance. I glance up at the large mirror that watches over us like a fire tower that hovers just above the tree line. The red light is on. That means they’re taping us, supposedly. The driver is still there, attentively navigating the school bus south, down Highway 71. My attention is drawn back to the whirring tarmac and the dashed lines racing by my window. It’s three o’clock in the afternoon, and I’m so bored; exhausted from a day in that prison they call Saint Phillip’s. The warm sun is beaming through the windows of the bus. I’d be more appreciative of the warmth if the brightness wasn’t so torturous. I try to cover my eyes with a band of shade that the metal separators between the windows provide. It’s not working. The bus rocks back and forth, brushing the sunlight over my face like a copy machine. What am I going to do when I get home? I can’t think of anything to do. Boredom sets in. I situate myself for the ride home.

Andy is in front of me again. For some reason he always picks the seat in front of me. When the buses are all converged in the middle school parking lot, waiting for their young to arrive, I can almost always pick out Andy. Always from around the corner of the southern most building, he appears; a dwarfish child; thin and pale like some sort of ugly midget super model. He looks ill. Dark blue jeans, a striped shirt, and his bright red backpack, Nike shoes. It’s all there. He gets on the bus, finds my face, and collapses into the seat in front of me. He sits up straight. The bus starts taxiing out of the parking lot and eventually makes lift off onto the highway. I’m surprised this tin piece of crap is holding itself together, the creaking of loose rivets doesn’t give a fair impression of the workmanship involved in the construction of this 1940’s style passenger plane that flies on big black donut wheels.
Something catches my eye just a couple of feet in front of me. Rogue strands of blonde hair on the top of Andy’s head are waving back and forth just above the seat. It’s like a follicle puppet show. They’re teasing me. They’re asking me to grab them and rip them out. “Goddamnit Andy, why can’t you comb your hair like the rest of us?” I say to him. He plays the part of Pariah well. The menu on this flight usually contains a generous portion of projection topped with my own insecurity served passively on the poor runt sitting in front of me. I reach over the seat and smack him on the top of the head to make sure he’s still there. “Just checking,” I say, as if he was wondering why I hit him. I peek once more to the front of the bus to make sure the driver didn’t see my delinquency. He’s eyeing me suspiciously. I better lay low for a while. I turn my attention to the rows of pine passing my window. What is it with bus drivers and bad country music?

The bus has come to a halt. There’s a mailbox perched on the edge of an embankment; our only companion on this barren stretch of pavement. We’ve stopped to be transferred from one bus to another. Our trek into the wilderness has just begun. The bus that we board has extra wide tires for traversing the dirt roads that most of us live on. The bus driver, Lori, nods to me as the door opens. Andy is behind me. He’s always behind me when we switch buses. I slump into the third seat from the front. Andy sits in the second seat, as usual. The pressure from the bus door hisses and we rattle out of the ditch and continue our journey. Our desolate surroundings are depressing. Why did dad move to a wasteland like Bemidji? He must be insane. It’s been twenty years out here. Why hasn’t he gotten sick of this place?
Andy’s hands appear on the seat and his eyes come level with mine, “Whatcha thinkin’ about,” he asks me.

“Nothing, just can’t wait to get home. Duck Tales’ll be on soon.”
Yeah, the only reason I ever look forward to going home is Disney’s Duck Tales. Andy is still staring at me.

“Are you okay?” I ask with a hostile tone. 

He blinks his eyes and rolls them up into his head as he disappears behind the seat. I bring my chin up over the cushion to wonder at this spectacle of bad acting. “Get up, dork, you’re not even fooling me.” 

I don’t even want to touch Andy. I’m getting sick to my stomach. I can see the whites of his eyes, and his eyelids are quivering. He’s silent. He’s still. Something is horribly wrong. He’s pale. I start to choke. 

Andy is dying. All I can do is say, “Lori, Andy isn’t moving anymore. He looks sick.” Something must have switched on in her brain when she heard me say those five words. Maybe she knew Andy had a heart condition. Maybe she had been warned earlier. I never really figured it out. The bus comes screeching to a halt. I’m standing when it happens and I feel the top of the seat drive into my guts and push the air out of my lunges. The bus is parked. I stagger back in a daze. I think I know what’s going on. It’s an emergency. The adrenaline is just reaching my heart when I crumple back into my seat clawing my shirt to recapture my breath.

The frantic and choreographed behavior of a bus driver in a situation like this is something to see. I’m attempting to regain my faculty when I hear her code language and then, “we’ve got a problem with Andy.” Andy’s body is on the floor now, still and pale. I peer over the seat to see what had happened. His arm is caught between the seat and the cold bus wall. I don’t want to look. I throw my head down under the seat to see where his head is. He’s staring at me again. His eyes fixated like the eyes of the perch I used to drag home after they had spent an entire day on my stringer. No one is driving his school bus anymore. 

The older children are rushing to the seat behind me. The younger ones look on, confused and terrified, from their original positions. I bring my head up and feel my chest start to tighten. I never want to see those eyes again. When dead people stare at you, the actualization of your own mortality is never more prevalent. My tummy is turning again. I feel faint. What have I done?

***

I wake up. Where am I? There’s the sky. It’s clear out today. The clouds are wispy in the fall. I wonder why that is. The wind is blowing across my face. I feel warm. 
“Is anyone else warm like me?” I ask. 
There’s a man’s head over me now. “Hey son, how are you feeling? Do you know where you are? Do you know what time it is?” 

The questions are coming at me too quickly. I’m trying to dodge them. I’m comfortable here. “I’m right here.” I say. “Good,” says the man. I notice he’s a cop. Why is a cop asking me these questions? The truth comes to me like a flash of lightning in my mind. My heart starts to race, my head starts to feel hazy. 
“Where’s Andy? Is something wrong with Andy?” I’m asking questions but no one is answering them. The man has moved on. I sit up and start to look around. Where is he? Wow, there are a lot of people here. A woman with her face in her hands is standing on the gravel near the ditch. There’s a man with his arms around her.

I remember now. I know where I am. I’m still confused, but at least I know where I am. It’s too much and I start staring into the woods. I try to ignore the scene unfolding to my left. For now, my attention is fixed on the swaying pines in front of me. They’re praying. Someone died today. His soul is whispering in the trees. His presence is still here. He has not gone yet. My mind goes blank. I just gaze at the trees. The beauty of the trees is overwhelming my mind. The crunch of frozen gravel gets louder and a man is standing behind me. He lifts me to my feet with his hands clasping my small body just under my arms. It’s a little painful. I turn to see who has broken my concentration. My father is there. His face has shows no emotion, but his voice denotes worry. 
“Hi Dad.” 

“Hi Jonathan. Are you ready to go home now?”
“Yes.”

He guides me to the Subaru station wagon parked just down the tarmac from the bus. We get in and my mind starts to catch up with time. “What happened to Andy?” The car continues down the empty road. “He passed away, Jonathan.” He uses my first name when he’s being serious.

“He did what?” I reply.

“He’s not here anymore. He’s passed on.”
“Why?”
“Andy had a problem with his heart.”
“Why couldn’t you fix him?”

“He was gone before I could get here.”
“So?” I ask with indifference to reason.

“I can’t bring people back,” he says.

“Why can’t you?”
“Only God does those things.”
“Why didn’t God help Andy?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it was Andy’s time to go.”
“When is my time?” My hands start to tremble. I feel a sharp pain in my throat. There is silence and the hum of the tires as we glide past my driveway. We’re not going home just yet.

“Everyone has a time, Jonathan.”
“Why did Andy’s time have to be now?”
“I can’t answer that.”
“What do you know?”

I’m angry now; so angry and so mad. Why was it his time?

“I’m sorry Jonathan. I don’t have all of the answers.”
“It’s not fair,” I reply incredulously.

My eyes are starting to pool with tears.

“No, it’s not fair is it? But, that’s God’s plan.”
“Why would God let this happen? When does God ever do anything besides kill people?”
“Don’t raise your voice Jonathan.”
“It’s just not fair!”
“Of course it’s not.”
Tears are falling down my cheeks leaving cold wet trails behind them. The salt coats my lips. My world has fallen apart. So many questions race through my mind. Why did it happen? Was it my fault? Should I have been friendlier to him? Why didn’t the doctors do something earlier? Is God a nice person? Do nice people kill children? Where is Dad taking me? I hate this place. I hate you! I hate myself! I hate everything! I wish it would all disappear. Why should I have to deal with this? Why do I have to feel this? I’m absolutely exhausted. At the age of ten, no person is ready to bear the problem of death and the weight that it carries. My eyes are getting heavy. I’m trying to concentrate on the road. Things seem so undone. My eyes close.

***

I feel the car stop, finally. The brown garage door looms over me, over the car, over the whole driveway. Dad gets out, walks around the front of car and opens up my door, letting the cold wind settle over me like a blanket, infiltrating the comfort I had found. He helps me out of the car and into the house. I find my favorite couch and lie down, stomach first. I bury my face in the soft velvet pillow. I can feel my swollen eyes and the crust left over from dried tears on my eyelashes. I’m exhausted. 

For a moment I start to float, but my blood begins to boil again. Gripping the world with childhood logic is hard enough without the closest person to “friend” you’ve ever had hobbling off life’s diving-board. There’s so much I don’t know, but there’s a couple things I do know. The world doesn’t offer justice, and neither does God. I’m on my own. I’m going to make the world just. I will make God pay for this. I’ll make a change. I’ll change something. Even if it’s so small, I’ll change it. The warmth of my living room and the soft couch finally soothe my bruised heart, the heart God broke. My anger is tiring, and with a heavy breath I surrender to several long hours of mournful sleep.

Animals

There I was. My hand in my back pocket, inching toward the pair of nunchaku I had snuck into my backpack earlier that day. He was getting closer, shaking his head like a lion showing off his mullet. 


“Pussy! You fucking pussy! Why don’t you fight me you little pussy?”


“Lenny leave him alone,” one of the kids told him, “he’s like half your size!”


“Shut up shitface! I’m gonna kick his ass! You got anything to say before I punch your face in?” He asked, giving me a good push. The crowd that had gathered held me up and pushed me back towards him. 


“Well do you?”


Fingers and thumb rubbed the hardwood handles of a weapon, the possession of which I could possibly be expelled for. I didn’t care. This was life or death. I had been preparing for this very moment. I’d spent days thrashing saplings into shreds. If he pushed me just one more time, I was going to crack him on the head so hard he’d probably die. Thankfully, the principle showed up. I wasn’t going to juvie just yet.


“Lenny!” He yelled. “Get your ass over here right now.”


“Fuck you, asshole!”


“What did you say to me?” The principle asked, flabbergasted.


“I said, ‘Fuck you asshole!’” He said, mockingly.


Authority wasn’t very important to Lenny.


He made a sudden movement, and it looked like he was going to charge me. I cringed, waiting for the tackle, but before it happened one of the bus drivers threw their arms around him and they both went to the ground. There was a skirmish, kids were cheering, and an entire thesaurus of swears had left Lenny’s foaming mouth. After he had settled down, they picked him up and the principle, using his prized mullet as a leash, dragged him back into the Middle School, like the owners of a prize fighting rottweiler. He was an animal; a monster!


The crowd of kids started to disperse and someone asked me, “What did you do to him?”


“Nothing,” I said, trying to keep my cool.


“That’s not what I heard.”


“Oh? What did you hear?”


“I heard you shot him with your BB gun and then ran off like a sissy.”


“I didn’t shoot him! He shot himself!”


“What? Why would he do that?”


“I don’t know! Because he’s crazy?”


“Well it doesn’t matter, ‘cause the next time he sees you he’s gonna kill you.


This was back in the day when people showing up to school with guns earned them a measly suspension, and the only reason their punishment was that severe is because the gun wasn’t in its case. Death threats were a common occurrence, and they were hardly taken seriously. It wasn’t a big deal that Lenny was swearing to kill me in front of the principle, but that didn’t stop me from keeping my nunchakus in my book bag. I didn’t want to get beat up. Hell, I didn’t even do anything. But explaining myself to a psychopath like Lenny Hill wouldn’t solve much, especially after the events leading up to today.


Lenny had been riding the same bus as me for a while now, and just about everyone was afraid to sit with him. He was a mean kid; a chubby, longhaired, Megadeth mean kid; someone your middle-class Norwegian mother wouldn’t let you hang out with. In fact, he probably beat up people’s mothers for fun. He had complaints pending about his behavior on our bus. He’d been kicked off more times than I could count, but for whatever reason, they kept letting him get back on. 


I stayed to myself most of the time. No one really talked to me. I was a window gazer; always had been. Nothing on the bus really interested me, except the whispered conversations the girls behind me would have about kissing, and smoking, and that ultimate taboo – sex! No, there weren’t very many conversations about Atari, or any chats about the new games Sega was releasing for the holidays. None of that stuff concerned the other kids the way it concerned me. So I stuck to the window, and drew designs in the frost that my breath made on the freezing glass. It was odd that I found myself eventually talking to a kid like Lenny.


It’s not like I went over to his house and knocked on his door or anything. My rung on the geek ladder was too high. I had to find a different way to get his attention. We had a dog at the time, a big one, named Samoya. My best friend; and the most fearsome animal on the west side – of Lake Plantagenet. She was a dark-haired malamute. Big and black, with a set of incisors the length of my thumb; Samoya wasn’t mistaken for a bear, she was a bear. She was my protector. She was why I had the strength to face Lenny.


I decided one day that I’d take Samoya hunting with me down the road; mind you, a BB gun was the largest caliber weapon my father ever bought me. Our road was a winding dirt one, with trees all along it. Perfect for hiding in when ever a car load of adults passed by. Didn’t want to mess with them, they might tell you what to do or something. Making our way up towards the end of our road, the trees would fall away, the sky would open up, and the gravel of Windsurf drive would dribble out onto the pavement that was North Plantagenet drive; a vast expanse of tar that seemed, and indeed did go on for miles, all the way around our lake. It was at this point that Samoya made a break for it.


Samoya was a wanderer. We had spent many summers building fences, tying leashes, wrapping chains, and none of it seemed to hold her in. She chewed through all of it. She frayed the metal leashes, and pulled down whatever foliage we happened to tie the chains to. She was a monster. Cathie hated her, Dad was indifferent to her, and I adored her – except when she took off running. I loathed the task I knew would be ahead of me if she got away. I’d have to spend the rest of my afternoon hunched over, holding on for dear life to the collar of a dog that would take her dog house for walks. It was in the middle of this act of supplication that I ended up walking past Lenny’s house.


He was in the yard doing something, probably shooting stuff with his BB gun, when he noticed me being dragged down the road by the abomination we called Samoya. All I can remember is the look on his face when he saw my feet sliding across the pavement, like a water skier behind a tug boat. 


“Hey!” He yelled. “Is that your dog?”


“Yeah.”


“What’s his name?”


“It’s a she.”


“What’s her name?” He asked, agitated by my correction.


“Samoya.”


“What kind of name is that? Why not Dozer, or Killer, or something?”


“I don’t know. That’s just what we named her.”


“Well tell her to come over here.”


“You tell her!”


Lenny began calling to Samoya in a soft, beckoning voice – a voice I’d never heard him use before, it was an odd moment, like watching Mr. T play with a kitten. Samoya, being the jovial sort of dog, immediately veered off the road and into the ditch, barreling towards Lenny with me in tow. Like a wooly center lineman, she thrust her head into Lenny’s crotch putting him down faster than a textbook in a children’s library. The anguish on his face was enough for me, I burst out laughing. 


“What are you laughing at dweeb? God that hurts!”


“You should see your face.”


By now, Samoya had finished licking hid forehead and was now standing over him, drool oozing off of her tongue onto his black Metallica shirt. 


“Wow. She’s a big one, huh?”


“Yeah, that’s my Samoya.”


“So you know how to shoot that thing?” Lenny asked, pointing to the BB gun I’d tied to my back.


“Yeah? Don’t you?”


“Nah, my mom doesn’t let me have ‘em.”


Even though I could guess why, I asked the question anyway, “Why not?”


“I don’t know. I guess she thinks I’ll do something stupid.”


Wanting to play it like I was tough, I said, “Like what?”


“I don’t know, like, maybe I’ll shoot my hand or something?”


“I dare you.”


Lenny looked at me like I was crazy, and then looked at my BB gun and began smiling. 


“Okay. Sure, I’ll do it.”


“Really?”


“Yeah, why not? It can’t hurt that much.”


“Are you crazy? Of course it’ll hurt. I’ve killed squirrels with this thing.”


“That’s a squirrel stupid. I’m bigger than a squirrel.”


“It makes them bleed.”


“So what? If I start bleeding I’ll just put a band-aid on it.”


I looked at him, squinting my eyes, wondering if he was really serious.


“Okay. Go ahead then. Do it.”


“Fine, I will. But if I do it…”


Oh those magical words. It seems like every time I got in trouble with my friends, or anyone for that matter, it was preceded by those four fabulous words. If. I. Do. It.


“… you do too.”


“What? I’m not going to shoot my hand.”


“But you just told me to!”


“Yeah, but I wasn’t serious.”


“Well I am, and if I do it, you have to do it too. Don’t be a sissy. It’ll make you tough.”


Ah, the paradox that is boyhood: be tough and possibly cause yourself irreparable damage, or back down and be forever remembered as the coward who didn’t shoot himself in the hand with a Red Ryder BB gun, the choice a real man would have made. So there we stood; he giving me that faux rude-boy stance, and I giving him the cocked brow of skepticism.


“Okay,” I said. 


I had made my choice.


“Fine then,” he responded, holding the gun with his right hand, bringing the barrel up to his left. 


“Is it cocked?”


I nodded, and then there was silence. The only sounds I could hear were Samoya’s footsteps in the dry leaves that littered the yard in front of his trailer house, and the distant whistle of a car coasting down North Plantagenet. sky was bright blue, like it always was in the fall; a few puffy clouds meandered across the sky. The afternoon sun glinted off the back windshield of his mother’s rusted-out Chevy Citation. It was cold that day. Maybe the chill would numb the pain a little. I pulled my hand out of my sleeve, exposing it to the cold autumn day.


Pop!


Startled by the sound, I stood there frozen for a moment, looking at where the BB had buried itself into the palm of his hand. Whining at an unfathomable pitch, he crumpled to the ground. Tears sneaking out of his eyes;  it was obvious that he was in a world of pain not yet known to boys our age. He was writhing on the ground like a red squirrel with it’s eye poked out, and I started to hear a commotion coming from his trailer. Was his mother home? Did she hear the pellet gun go off? I didn’t have time to answer those questions. Here I was picking up a rifle in my hands and a little boy on the ground crying. His mother was probably on her way out to give me scolding to end all scoldings. So, I did what a responsible young should do in that situation. Behind me I could hear Lenny yelling, “Hey! Hey, where are you going? Where do you think you’re going? Hey!” His cries for help weren’t enough. I kept running.

They Stole Paul

I declined, but somehow they snared my friend Paul. Recruiters work in teams, at least these two did. They told him all sorts of lies. They made him feel like he was going to be a big shot in the Navy. They showed him pretty pictures of the countries he might visit. He studied intently while the recruiters threw brochure after brochure over the table. They made Paul feel like there was a future for him in the Navy, perhaps there was. They told him he would be doing great things for our country. They promised him the world, and he believed it. He needed something to believe in. Apparently his life wasn’t going the way he wanted it to, at least that’s what he told me after he joined.

One thing the recruiters forgot to mention was the stripping. They stripped that poor kid of his clothes. All of it; his baggy blue JNCO pants, his floppy, worn Vans shoes, his ratted Union Station hat; they even took his Independent Skate t-shirt. This, I thought, was foreshadowing in real time. It was a prophetic moment, but that’s not all. They peeled poor old Paul down to the skivvies, and then they chopped off his hair. They took everything that Paul was on the outside, and they stripped him of his self image. Not that his hair was anything to be proud of in the first place. The debate, concerning the possibility that he cut his own hair and didn’t expect people to notice, was a common one.

Before he joined, Paul saw eye to eye with me and the fellas on just about subject. We acknowledged the injustice in the world and the problems with our society. We rebelled against the system. We did what we could to put sticks in people’s spokes. When we decided to go pubbing it was never a peaceful affair. Our friend Jim had a knack at starting bar fights with complete strangers who, coincidentally, all happened to be much larger than him. So understandably we spent quite a few evenings of our formative youth inebriated and stumbling down dark alleyways, the silence of those early morning snowfalls muffling the hoots and hollers of our drunken parade. We were inseparable. We were brothers. That was before they took Paul from us and gave him new friends, friends who would eventually qualify as brothers. 

After only a few months in training it had become apparent to us that they had begun toying with Paul’s identity. Well, they gave him a new name anyway, Seaman Smith. His homecoming reception after receiving a month’s leave was, as you might imagine, rife with allusions to his fertile namesake. So much so that Paul became violent and with his fists, put our verbal jabs at his masculinity to the actual test. They gave him a new outfit, a sailor uniform that again drew attention to Paul’s already waning machismo. Oh yeah, and they gave him some new shoes too, a pair of shiny black deck shoes. It’s hard for a batch of newly graduated homophobes to make fun of deck shoes, so we let that part of his attire alone. He was going to be someone important, he informed us. He preached to us about how the Navy didn’t like washouts. “Washing out is for wimps, pussies, and suckers,” he would say. Paul wasn’t nobody’s sucker; well, as long as he didn’t wear that embarrassingly suggestive uniform.

That was three years ago. I recently went to visit him in Japan and to be honest with you, I barely recognized him. He’s still Paul, I’ll say that much, but he’s quite different now. It’s something that is hard to explain. The boy just ain’t right. He uses new slang like, “bro” and “dawg”; words that seem more appropriate coming from the mouth of an angry white wannabe from the suburbs. The way he speaks gives me the impression that they put his personality through some sort of intellectual threshing machine, his wit and charm left behind like so much chaff. I call his new philosophical outlook Neo-Paulism; it is ultimately a spattering of unintelligible clichés, curiously linked in one way or another to a sense of pride in his new “career.” 

His fantastic sense of humor and his lack of trust in the human species were two of his better points. It certainly made for some psychotically hysterical episodes at house parties that were usually exited in showers of spilt beer, threatening remarks, and violent shoving. I’m not saying the good times are gone. No, I could regale you with several stories of debauchery on such a sordid level that even a Hell’s Angel might question the morality of our decisions. Tokyo my friends, as intoxicated as we were, most likely resembles what the circus is like in hell. The lights, the colors, the music, the noise, people and more people, moving from bar to bar, and all of the nonsensical chattering whirling around in your mind as you spiral further and further into the depths of a alcohol induced madness all the while consuming snacks without names or snacks that would have names if they were in a Plexiglas tank in your bedroom, and more people and more colors and more lights and more noise until you wake up sitting on a toilet in a bar wondering where you have been or why you’re even still alive and when it’s all said and done you have two things left to regret, the headache that is now jack-hammering its way through your very soul making you wish the subway ran during the early hours of the morning so that you might jump in front of one and end the torment, and the void in your memory where all of the fun during that evening must have been. I’d give you more details of our exploits, if only I could remember them. 

Yeah, that first night in Tokyo was a crazy one. Lately though, Paul seems a lot like a cow that’s been in the pasture for a while. He’s become more docile and accepting of his position in life. He is not the rebellious asshole I once knew. I tell him to send me email, but all he writes about is how drunk he got the night before. They’re not the wild stories I used to hear. And now his emails are all about how many Japanese hookers hit on him each night. He writes about the women on his boat and in the surrounding villages like they’re livestock. Sure, maybe the old Paul wasn’t known for respecting women the way he should of, but he at least he still treated them like human beings. His viewpoint concerning the opposite gender now is bordering on misogynistic. Somewhere along the line he gave into the hopelessness that they apparently breed in the military. People aren’t people anymore. They’re either targets to bomb or targets to fuck. It frightens me to accept the fact that Paul, the most open minded person I have ever knew, has given in to this patriarchy of hatred. 


I believe he has lost hope in change. He doesn’t want to leave the Navy now. He wants to go “career.” God only knows what’s been going through his mind, but it’s not my place to tell him what to think, that’s the Navy’s job now. I laugh uncomfortably every time he mentions his “career.” I wonder if he notices my discomfort. I just can’t look at Paul the same way anymore. He’s become a different person. His personality has changed. He seems happy; happy but beaten. Like a woman who’s been with her abusive husband for so long that she’s forgotten who she was. Paul has forgotten his dreams and aspirations that made him uniquely “Paul.” He has internalized the contempt, objectification, and abuse that the military used to create the shadow that I visited this summer.

Perhaps an honest conclusion would be this; that, in some ways, my own personality has changed. I am no longer the trusting, benevolent drunkard who would throw caution and money to the wind by purchasing another round for the fellas. I’m colder now, and more cynical, more reserved. I am increasingly calculated when it comes to interacting with my peers. Often times I stick to the corners and simply keep my opinions to myself. I’m not sure whether to blame it on all of the absurdities I notice from day to day, or whether I should blame it on Paul and the resocialization that has torn his will from him. I’m certain that all of this is just the chaos we call “life,” yet I can’t help myself from expecting that someday order will return and Paul will be his self, my old friend, once more.

Wave that Black Flag
Walking home from class it becomes readily apparent to me that the war theme has been beaten à la mort. It’s no longer a horse. It’s shark chum now. Yes, war is a bad thing. No, I didn’t vote for that clown you people call a president. Hell, I haven’t even thought about voting since coming “of age.” Some people say I should vote. “Why?” I ask. “Because it’s your right to vote,” they tell me. “What’s the point of voting?” I ask them. “If you don’t vote, the things you want to change, never will.” This is the point in the conversation where that little needle in my mind slaps the side of the pressure gauge and breaks the glass.


I tell you what, there’s a reason I choose not to vote: beyond any sense of skepticism regarding the intelligence of the average American, I choose not to vote because I choose not to participate in this joke of a system. That’s right, I’m an anarchist and I’m not going to participate. When I tell people this they usually scowl at me, the way you look at a kid who just shit in the swimming pool. “Oh, so you’re an anarchist, huh? You know it’ll never work, right?” Irony is a delicacy, and none of the flavor is lost in this argument; attacking a lifestyle based on faith in human potential and contrasting it against a political ideology dependent on that same kind of faith. I’m salivating.


People think that anarchism, in essence, is a sort of wacko political pyramid-scheme where the people who want to run around naked, shooting guns in the air, yelling swear words, while tearing out pages of the bible are at the top. When they hear the word anarchism, they think of scenes from a Mad Max film. How can we dispel such myths? Well, I’d rather keep my clothes on. I’m an avid proponent of gun control, and I’m not a post-nuclear sociopath with a mohawk, scavenging the wasteland for precious gasoline. Aside from the fact that I have a sailor’s mouth, most preordained convictions about anarchists and their hair-brained philosophies are probably wrong. We are not a segment of society displayed in a conveniently colored pie chart. We are not an extremist group on the far left of a spectrum in your political science books.


Sure, you can learn about anarchism from a political science professor, though most professors are just as ignorant with regards to the philosophy behind anarchism as anyone else. Anarchism is not a political view point. To quite the contrary, anarchy isn’t even a western ideology like they make it out to be in the textbooks; it’s a lifestyle based upon ideas and philosophies that can be traced back to ancient China around 600 BC.  The Tao Te Ching, a book that influenced a large part of Asia to convert to Taoism, is a piece of anarchist literature. Lao-Tzu, the man considered to be the founder of Taoist philosophy was himself an anarchist, once being quoted as saying that “the more laws and order are made prominent, the more thieves and robbers there will be.” This brings us to the premise that law and order is a necessity.

The primary assumption of anarchism is that attempting to influence, control, and manipulate people is a lot like treading water; after a while you’re going to get tired and your feet are going to get cramp up and stop working. The analogy being, for those of you falling asleep already, that the body represents those in control and the feet are the people they use to keep themselves afloat. The system eventually sinks. It always has and it always will. Empires rise and, in turn, they crumble. Labeling yourself as an anarchist is simply telling people that you recognize the futility of it all. Why get caught up in the political big-top when you can live an equally interesting life ignoring the clowns? The concepts of influence and control are simply illusions, easily ignored if we simply take our eyes off the goals prescribed to us by those who would encourage exploitation of the meek. 


The truth of the matter is that we influence no one. While I’m reading this piece to you, you’re probably not thinking to yourself, “Hey this guy is right, it’s time to pick up the fertilizer and go bomb a federal building!” The same is true when you see that guy who looks like a product of incestuous relations march his way up to the presidential podium. Not many of us actually think to ourselves, “Okay, here it comes: this man is going to blow my mind and really open my eyes to the evil that Islam represents.” If he does convince you of anything other than the fact that our foreign policy parallels that of Germany’s in the late 30’s, then now’s the time to hurl yourself out of the nearest window. The point being made is that ultimately you and I don’t need people telling us what to do or what to believe. We should be able to distance ourselves enough from our daily routines to realize the absurdity of it all, and make rational decisions regarding our personal choices. You have the ability to sustain yourself, and you most certainly have the ability to think for yourself. 


Sure, you can choose to follow the road most traveled, that’s fine. It’s not my place to tell you what to do or what not to do. I’m just suggesting that perhaps you take a step back and wonder why you do the things you do. Have you ever wondered why we value those little slips of green paper in our pockets? Do you have any idea how absurdly abstract the concept of “money” has become? We don’t even follow the gold standard anymore, and I think it’s hilarious to observe how a piece of paper, that is supposedly a material representation of labor, can actually make more of itself if we give it to these people called “investors.” Apparently investors give our money to other people and then miraculously they come back to us with more money – excepting those of us who were shareholders of Enron or Worldcom. 


Have you actually considered the fact that most rich people haven’t seen an honest day’s work throughout their entire life? Have you thought about the fact that a majority of the wealth that has been accumulated over time is simply inherited wealth and that the people who control these fortunes didn’t really do anything to achieve them? Does it strike anyone as being a bit odd that we look up to people like the Rockefellers and Donald Trump? They aren’t participating in any act of production. They’re simply making money while wiping the sweat off other people’s backs. When people cite Bill Gates as a man who made it through hard work and perseverance, I can’t keep myself from slapping my forehead. Bill Gates became rich because he convinced IBM that the idea he stole from Steve Jobs, who stole the idea from Xerox, who stripped the idea out of the hands of their research department, was the best operating system to run on their business machines. That is the American economic system in a nutshell, and nothing is going to change as long as this political system guarantees corporate pirates immunity.


Honestly, thoughtless dependence upon a system that someone else created is such a cop-out. Sure, I realize the irony of my philosophical position. I understand the system that allows me the freedom to voice my opinion is the same system I criticize for being repressive. With this in mind it comes to my understanding that I don’t need a system “allowing” me to say anything. I should be able to say what I want whenever I want. Everyone should be able to express themselves freely. No one should be subjected to the laws and ethics that another man or woman has created. At the same time, no one should feel thankful for a right that is naturally theirs. 

Think about it this way, if someone put the monopoly game in front of you and told you to play it, would you? What if you didn’t like the game anymore? Wouldn’t you just stop playing the game, and watch everyone else toil away trying to hoard those little plastic buildings? Boil it all down and you might come to the conclusion that we’ve succeeded in domesticating ourselves. We play the game without asking why, like a herd of cattle in a pasture. We don’t know why we’re there or why we’re eating the grass, we just keep on living our lives being corralled by people smart enough to realize just what the game being played happens to be.

After all of this conjecture and rhetoric I come back to the subject of voting; if I’ve come to the conclusion that the game they’ve put in front of me isn’t worth playing, why bother playing any of the others? Why bother with society, economics, religion, or politics? Are you really convinced that electing another buffoon is going to ease any of the pain associated with the human condition? Are you sure that owing your will or praying to a mythological figure really justifies your ignorance or absolves the new corporate aristocracy of their sins? I would contend that voting, especially after watching George W. Bush steal the presidency and then majority in the House, is a lot like shooting yourself in the foot. Surely if your democracy worked, Al Gore would be the president, and this war on terrorism wouldn’t have been started. I’m not going to take responsibility for any of this; we as anarchists have washed our hands of it - give or take a Molotov cocktail.

So the next time someone tells you they’re an anarchist, or that they don’t vote; you should be more hesitant to brush them off like they’re just another thoughtless coward or an individualistic jackass. Don’t look at them like they’re crazy. Respect their opinions and realize that they have reasons not to participate in the system. Think of anarchists as the people who’ve properly distanced themselves from the situation, but unlike the rich and powerful, they don’t let their wants take precedence over others’ needs. They might not believe in god, but they won’t shank you in front of your own mother for a larger profit margin either.

I Think They Forgot Someone

I’ll start by asking the question: Who are “They?” They are the minority of people in this country. They are the men who run our government, our media, and our thoughts. They prod us along with their laws and bureaucracies. They pummel us with speculative news reports and loaded interviews. They caress our minds with the concept of comfort and security, or they threaten us with the notion of being unpatriotic.  They are the wealthy, the privileged, the elite, the powerful; the small percentage of people responsible for a vastly ignorant majority. 

So what are they saying? They’re saying terrorists are the enemy. They’re saying we need to bring this war to the doorsteps of those responsible for 9-11. They’re telling us that Saddam Hussein is somehow responsible for supporting terrorism. So what am I saying? I’m saying “no” to a war with Iraq, and I’ll tell you why. My complaint has nothing to do with Saddam or his weapons of mass destruction. It has a lot more to do with an Arabic civilization, thousands of years old, with a history so long and beautiful; it’s a shame their past has been swallowed up in our minds by the last decade of conflict. 

I’m saying “no” to a war with Iraq because the people of Iraq have suffered quite enough. The Iraqis have been starved, beaten, bombed, murdered, exiled, gassed, poisoned, tortured, and sent into exile; to name just a few of the atrocities. What part of a war is going to stop these things from happening? What people have forgotten is that starvation, torture, bombings, poison, and beatings are all facets of military action that cannot be avoided. So are we really freeing the people of Iraq when we waltz into Baghdad, guns blazing and rockets red glaring? No. Think about it; would you, despite understanding that our government is oppressive in its own way, be happy if the Canadians parked their tanks in our streets and started declaring us free? The question is rhetorical.

The Iraqi people do not view the impending conflict as any sort of relief from the grips of a dictator. To them, this war is nothing less than another period of social and economic strife. What do they have to gain from the ousting of Saddam? Our gains can be measured in barrels, but their gains will be measured by casualties. People will perish; people will suffer; and once again the citizens of Iraq will have their humanity stripped away from them. Once more the people of Iraq will become statistics on our favorite news channels. Of course, all we’ll see are morbidly amusing video clips of the last things that bombs see before delivering their payloads. 

What the Iraqis will see is their homeland converted back into a wasteland. They will see their newly repaired houses and apartments demolished, again. They will see their brothers and sisters remains hauled off by the truckload, again. Mothers will find their babies buried underneath the rubble, again. Fathers will watch their sons be executed for speaking out, again. And again, we will watch all of it from the comfort of our living room couches. Secure in the knowledge that we have our quilts to warm our bodies and minds from the cold realities of the terror that our interests are inflicting upon these poor denizens. Do you still believe that this is what the Iraqi people deserve? I doubt this is what they want, but it’s what they’re going to get.

The Iraqi people want freedom, but that is not what they’re going to receive from this “intervention.” Instead they will be given yet another dictator, not much different from the current one, who will eventually turn on us and use the hatred that’s been stewing to start a civil war. The leaders of opposition within Iraq’s borders, and even those on the outside, are already beginning to lick their chops. The Islamic fundamentalists, the Kurds, and the Iranians are eyeing the prospects of this vacant throne. Ariel Sharon is readying his gun ships for yet another “justified” massacre of the Arab swine. The Turks are demanding that they be given permission to let loose their troops in the northern villages. In case you didn’t know, the Turks plan to murder as many of their Kurdish brothers as possible before the U.S. tells them to stop. Genocide, it seems, can be 20 billion times more profitable than tolerance.

So what do the people of Iraq have to look forward to? If we are telling them to disarm and at the same time threatening invasion, it is hard to imagine what the incentives for peace happen to be. Whether or not there is a war, the people of Iraq will suffer. What do you think the chances are that a war will ease their suffering? The only ease of suffering I can see them looking forward to is the kind lame horses receive just before the glue factory. Let’s face the reality of the situation, people. We’re not going in there to free the Iraqis, we’re going in there for other reasons. Do you suppose there’s correlation between invading Iraq and the Bush’s family business? That question is also rhetorical.

Christians Never Tasted So Good

I was talking to a girl I know, we’ll call her Deb, who insisted that we should go into Iraq and blow everything up. She also insisted that Saddam Hussein is a bad man and he needs to be dealt with, otherwise the terrorists are going to blow us all up. I felt that boiling inside of me again. The anger was rushing, with an almost cinematic slow motion effect, up from my chest and into my brain. My face got red. She started looking at me, puzzled by my reaction to her arrogance. I told her; “Listen sweetheart, just because you and your militant Christian coalition, whose ironic existence only serves to be the bane of my own, thinks that Muslims are bad people and that Bush is always correct, doesn’t mean we should start blowing shit up! Don’t you think we should take a step back and try to understand what is going on in the Middle East and why we have military bases installed there in the first place? Did you ever think to ask yourself how we’ve been getting such cheap gas for so long? Have you seen the gas prices in countries that don’t have military installations scattered across the Arab regions? A full tank of Gas in Japan will cost you an arm and a leg, that’s why I came back with all of my limbs, because I didn’t have a car. Hell, I barely drive the one I have now. Speaking of which, when was the last time your God said, ‘Kill them damn Arabs, because America needs to feel secure with their wastefulness and have the freedom to drive SUV’s size of school buses?’ I don’t remember that part of the Bible, maybe I missed that day in Sunday school. Doesn’t it say in the Bible “that thou shall not kill?” If that’s the case, than why are you so adamant in your beliefs that we need to kill Saddam Hussein? Aren’t you the one who’s supposed to be turning the other cheek? Aren’t you the one who’s supposed to be fighting the heretics who have brought money and political agendas into union with Christianity? Wasn’t it Jesus who said that it’s “easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than it is for a rich man to get into heaven?” Did you know that we’re the rich man he’s talking about? Did you know that one of the reasons the rest of the world doesn’t like us is because we are using so many natural resources that people around the world are beginning to starve while we’re throwing fast food out of the windows of our SUVS cruising down the highway burning more gas in a single mile than most of the people in this world use in one day? Don’t you think we should try putting down the foot long sandwiches piled high with other people’s poverty, and start thinking about others? Isn’t a bit selfish to think that your need to consume outweighs the need for other people to live? Do you even know that all of this stuff is related in one way or another to America’s reluctance to give up the convenience we have gotten so accustomed to? Don’t you think we should try to ask people who are actually from that region of the globe what they think the United States should do? I know what they’re going to say. I know what I would say. I would say, ‘Go fuck yourself and while you’re at it, get on a diet ‘cause you’re turning into a blimp!’”

That left her with a blank stare and her mouth wide open. 

“It’s called a plutocracy,” I told her.

Freedom Cowers

I recently read an article about the new “Freedom Towers” that are going to be built to replace the World Trade Center as an homage to those people killed in the September 11th tragedy. Who do these fat cats in New York think they're fooling? When we built the Vietnam memorial, were we talking about how many square feet of "commercial space" we would have? Did people make bids on the floor space available to build a restaurant over the Holocaust Museum? 

"How about them Jews, eh Bob?"
"Yeah, but will you check out this view? I mean, wow!”

“Yeah, so, how’s your quiche?”

“Wonderful, just wonderful!”


This building is a travesty. If they were honestly building a memorial, there would be no scribbling in the margins about profits. If anything, the site should be considered property-tax-free and any money made on the renting of space should go to any number of notable charities. The money should go to charities that are helping to prevent the recruitment of terrorists, by feeding those impoverished billions instead of bombing them and haphazardly declaring them “free.”

I also have issues with the idea that they are using windmills to produce 20% of the power needed to run the building. If anything, this is nothing more than pandering to those of us who are concerned about the inevitability of catastrophic power shortages. Shortages that will, no doubt, leave not only us but the billions of people around the world who are already starving to fend for themselves. If there’s no more oil, then how are all of these “developing” countries going to run the tractors they need to sharecrop for our multinational agricultural corporations?

It’s about time that we, as Americans, start to be honest with ourselves. If we were truly going to honor the people who died on September 11th, we would do two things: First, we would build a smaller, less business oriented memorial with the help of volunteers. I, for one, would gladly volunteer to help do whatever I could to help. Then we would use the money saved from the pre-existing budget to help develop an ecologically sound, alternative energy source to help relieve our oil addiction and bring us closer towards realizing the true meaning of the word Freedom.
Lebensraum

Traveling down the same old road, a cliché weathered by time and a universal appeal that most harbor a sense of. That’s where I am right now, coasting down Plantagenet drive, a punk-rocker screaming at me through my speakers. He’s building a case against an administration we’ve allowed to steal the Whitehouse. I’m feeling it. My thumb twitches with the furious beat. It’s a clear, fall Sunday. Dinnertime with the family is soon approaching. The carcass of a lamb is on the menu tonight, my favorite meat.


Things seem so vivid in the fall. The tree trunks are cold and solid. The leaves are dead. The sky is clear. If ‘crisp’ wasn’t a word so widely used on cereal boxes, I’d use that to describe the feel of autumn – crisp and clean. The reason I come to dinner on Sunday – besides the food – is to do my laundry. By sorting the colors from the whites, and washing them in cycles, I can create a false sense of order in my life. It’s a delusional act, almost fascist to a point, if you think about it – separating the colors from the whites? Pure fucking fascism. 


Parking my car in the driveway and stepping out into the cool afternoon air, the sweet scent of fresh baked French bread breezes past me, teasing my senses, pulling me toward the front door, through the foyer and into the living room where I drop my basket with a thud, as if to announce my arrival.


“Jonathan! Welcome!” my father calls to me from somewhere in the house. His voice is one notch too close to dramatic, something is bothering him.


“Hi Dad, how ya doing?”


“Things are well!”


He’s being cheerful. Something’s not right.


My step-mother, who is like a remnant of the cold-war between my father and me – a war waged when I was a teenager – sits at a table in the area we call “the sun room,” a room constructed almost entirely of large picture frame windows. 

She basks in the luxuries my father’s success as a doctor affords her.


“Hi Jonathan,” she offers with a perky tinge.


“Hello, Cathie,” I reply.


I cock my brow, turning to my father to query about the matter at hand, but he is furtive, and dodgy. He’s trying to keep me in a good mood. The conversation ends. We move on.


“Well, I’m going to do some laundry,” I announce.


“That’s fine, just come upstairs and talk to us when you can.”


“Will do,” I say, shuffling down the cold oak stairs.

***

An hour or two passes before the little Nazi beaten into all of us by the fashion industry is content with the day’s laundering. After alienating the colors from the whites, and making sure that they’ve all been “cleaned,” I put them into the “dryer” to keep them at a high temperature, “softening” them up to be worn later, to cover myself and keep me warm. I’m beginning to wonder if my cynicism is becoming a hindrance to my everyday lifestyle. Last week I tried to convince my friend Adam that “The Hulk” was actually a movie about Lenin’s struggle to keep Stalinist regimes from taking power in the new Soviet Union. 

Making my way up the stairs I can hear strong language echoing from the kitchen, but can’t make out what is being said. The conversation halts when they hear my footsteps on the wood floor. It smells sweet upstairs. There are apples softening in the pantry, waiting to be baked on Thanksgiving’s eve.


“What are we talking about?” I ask.

“Well,” Cathie speaks slowly, “Jonathan, your father’s friend, Dale, passed away last night. He was recovering from heart surgery.”


Dale was someone my father admired.


I glance at him and notice the sadness tugging on his jaw, begging to be let out. To me, he is a child for just that one moment, more fragile than he’s ever been, though I wasn’t in the States when Grandpa died. I drank, stumbled, and cried quite a bit when the news of his death reached Japan. But this news is different. I feel indifferent; not indifferent to my father’s pain - no one likes to see their patriarch cry – but indifferent to the passing of a man I never knew, and this frustrates me. It’s uncomforting to lack sentiment when it’s obvious your dad is feeling quite a bit of grief.


His tears start to fall and now his real age begins to show. Once a child without a friend, now an exhausted old man, reaching his 60’s and, perhaps, realizing that mortality has been stalking him for quite some time now, lurking amongst the clutter of his office or prowling through the reeds that line his lakeshore property, waiting to pounce, the antithesis of his oath to mankind. Perhaps it scares him that, as we grow older, our friends and close relatives drop dead at a geometric rate. That is to say, the older we get the fewer people we have to keep us company. It’s a scary thought, especially for a young man like myself who hasn’t really experienced the death of an intimate acquaintance. 


“The surgery was elective,” he mumbles, staring down at his shaking hands. He rubs them together as if he was kneading a pain from his swollen knuckles, “I told him it might not do him much good.”

Cathie sits, absorbed in her French literature, father massages his weary hands, and I freeze, morbidly amused by the understatement of Dale’s fate. That’s when the washing machine buzzer goes off, signaling the end of the cycle and the end of the conversation. I return to the washing room and toss my soggy, lifeless colors into the dryer, readying them for another run – another cycle. Dale doesn’t get another cycle, and that’s the matter of it all.

Never again will he and my father sit on the end of the dock, drinking beers, talking about boats. Never again will he and my father hammer away an afternoon “fixing” a diesel inboard. Never again will they be able to enjoy one another’s company. My father, it seems, is short one more friend, closer to the lonely fate that is old age, and one step closer to the actualization of Camus’ Absurd. If it wasn’t for my indifference to Dale’s passing, I’d help him push his rock.
This is Your Captain Speaking

I wasn’t comfortable at all. Eleven hours of terror at the hands of a man whose only qualification known to me was the “cpt.” on his name-tag. Sure, there were close to three hundred other people who would share the same fate as me if the wings broke off this glorified aluminum tube - as I imagined they would - but that idea wasn’t easing my mind. The notion that one man, maybe two if you count the guy named “co-pilot, being in control of my destiny is too much for me to handle. Being out of control is fine if I’m drinking; not if I’m plowing through the sky in a tin can with wings that flex like a diving board. I’ve never seen a diving board break, but I’ve seen plenty of plane crashes.


I downloaded as many crash videos as I could before I left for Japan, perhaps in a masochistic effort to prepare myself for the inevitable – and it is inevitable. If you sail around on enough ships, eventually you’re going to sink. If you jump off enough diving boards, eventually you’re going to belly flop. If you fly over enough oceans in a jet that weighs 3 times as much as your house, eventually it’s going to belly flop into the sea – and what’s left of the burning wreckage will sink. That’s the way I see it, so going to Japan for my fiancé was like gambling with my life. She assured me that everything would be okay, but I’m sure plenty of fiancés on the Titanic said the same thing to their flustered loved ones.


Fortunately for me the pilot steered us safely to Narita airport in Tokyo after eleven long hours. Needless to say I was on an emotional rollercoaster once we touched down. I didn’t know whether to kiss the ground and praise the Lord for having the wisdom to spare my life, or to start worrying over the inevitable flight home. Perhaps I should have declined all those cups of coffee before and during our flight? Ah, but all of this was in the past. We were safe for the time being, on solid earth, with a warm wind whipping the scent of Terra through our hair as we exited the airport in search of our chartered bus to Takasaki some 140 kilometers North of Tokyo.


The most noticeable change between Bemidji and Japan in the month of May is the temperature. It’s the first thing you mention to your significant other after walking out of the terminal. Sure you get a little taste of it standing on that little pad stuck to the exit of the plane, but it doesn’t prepare you for the real deal. The humidity is a shock to your lunges, who have grown accustomed to that air conditioning in that capsulated funeral pyre you so luckily escaped from. 

Think about Florida. Now think about Florida with a month long rainy-season that keeps the humidity at a demoralizing 99%. Add to that the constant one hundred degree temperature, and you have a little place that I like to call hell – or Tokyo – whatever! Now you have Japan in the latter part of May. Breathing in this climate becomes a cognitive action, but only until you come to the conclusion that the air you are breathing so actively is being fed to you by the tail pipes of more than a thousand gas guzzling vehicles all crammed into the same parking lot. Buses, cars, vans, motorcycles, cabs, trucks, semis, and commuter shuttles all pumping out carbon monoxide to keep their air-conditioners running while they wait for their prospective cargos to be waded through the bumper to bumper traffic. 

Suddenly, breathing doesn’t seem like such an enviable accomplishment.

You begin to wonder if the heat isn’t from the climate but from the orgy of internal combustion taking place right in front of you. I greet myself to Japan with a sneeze, followed by a runny nose and a good bout of the sniffles.

The wildlife in this jungle is reminiscent of fashion’s post-mortem seizures during the last days of disco. Even that assessment might be giving the current trend more credit than it deserves.  Hundreds of girls (aptly labeled Yamanba or Ganguro – black-faced mountain witches) stare at you from what appear to be masks. If you look closer though, you will see that these masks are actually painted on – and their tans are (miraculously?) real. This special brand of Japanese woman makes washed-up porn stars look like respected members of Paris’ fashion elite.

The men also lack a certain savoir faire in the ways of image building. For whatever reason, a certain soccer player by the name of David Beckham has become quite popular there – popular enough to have an entire generation of Japanese men model their hairstyles after his. Basically they just bunch up all of their bleached brown hair into a mohawk and call it quits for the day. I’m not saying my buzz cuts and recurrent head shaves are anything to coo at, but at least I’m not spending x amount of yen per week to keep my hair in that condition. It would be like paying someone to give you that “just-got-my-head-flushed-in-a-toilet” look.


Black hair, bleached hair, no more blonde hair; I’m surrounded by people who look nothing like me. I suppose it’s pointing out the obvious to say they look nothing like me. I mean, they still have legs, arms, heads, noses, eyes, and the occasional smile, yet it becomes readily apparent from the glances I’m receiving that I am the only Caucasian in the entire facility. Eleven hours, and two very microwaved dinners later, and I’m now the minority. Familiarity must have taken the first flight home, because there’s none of it here. There are some signs in English, but it’s tossed like a salad. You have to dig through the words to find that crouton of meaning. They’re telling me that the bathroom is “to the back of [my] behind.” Where the hell is that? I’ve been here for five minutes and already my mind is starting to slip.


I watch a pair of cute girls in jeans walk by. 


“God, these people can’t wear pants,” I say aloud. They can’t understand me!


“What,” Minako asks.


“Look, their pants don’t fit right. They don’t have… They don’t have the uh… They don’t have the haunches? You know; to keep them up; to keep their ass-pockets on their butts!”


She looks at me like I’m some sort of pervert; but it’s true! Droopy pants wherever I look! It’s driving me mad!


“Where’s the damn bus,” I say, trying to take the focus off of my opinions.


“It’s over there. See the guy with the brown hair?”


I give her a glance to make sure she recognizes the vagueness of her question.


“The guy with the hair that’s all messy.”


I roll my eyes and mumble, “take me to your leader.”


We try to muffle our laughter while we drag our luggage down the sidewalk toward our bus stop.

Hell is Upholstered

Hard punk guitar riffs are blaring in both ears. Some punk rocker is crooning, once again, about the atrocities committed by the everyday corporate denizen.  I can feel every crack in the Tokyo tarmac through my seat. The cushions on the seat aren’t meant for Americans, I don’t think. There’s an ache right in the middle of my back. Being on this bus for the past four hours is pushing my limit. I’m going to snap at any moment. I try to sleep. I force my eyes closed and attempt to ignore the obnoxious glare of the fluorescent track lighting running down the aisle.

A sharp nudge breaks my obsessive focus on the ergonomic plight I’ve been made to endure since we landed at Narita airport several hours ago.

“What,” I ask curtly.

“Just a couple more hours honey. Think you’ll manage?”

“Not taking into account the searing pain in my lumbar region? Yeah, I think I should be able to manage.”

She’s fed up with my sarcasm and gives me that ‘fuck you too’ glance. There’s a short pause, and I realize my crass remark was uncalled for. I’ve seen one too many of these looks already. It’s about time I give her an apology and make good on the patience she still has left. 

“I’m sorry. It’s just that... These seats are driving me nuts.”

“I know honey. It’s just a little further. We’ll be home in a couple hours.”

It pains me to see how understanding she is. She’s utterly selfless.

“God, a couple hours?”

I’m stepping out onto the plank. The pirates in my mind are jeering me onward.

“If I sit in this seat for another couple hours I’m going to flip the fuck out! This back ache is driving me nuts! And there’s nothing to look at anymore because it’s dark. And there wasn’t much to look at in the first place because there’s nothing but buildings and rice paddies on this damn highway! And nobody…”

“Just shut up! Please!”

Splash! I’ve gone head first into a sea of ignorance. Why can’t I just keep my mouth closed?
The reason my mood is so foul is because we’ve been on this bus for an hour, and on a jet for twelve hours before this. We had a nice long flight from San Francisco to Tokyo, and now here we are on a bus from Tokyo to Minako’s hometown of Takasaki – a five hour drive. It’s not so much the drive that is bothering me. It was that damn plane ride. I loathe plane rides with the very essence of my nature. If you have ever taken a cat in a car without a cage, you’ll know what I’m talking about.

Imagine me, the cat, on a plane for twelve maddening hours. I’m talking about a fear worse than the fear of death. I am mortified, and for the majority of our flight I grip the seat cushion as if at any moment our Jumbo Jet is going to spin out of control leaving me and the rest of my fellow passengers to scream and wet ourselves in those few precious moments we have left to make peace with God. I despise flying and I sure as shit don’t want to die on a fucking airplane. Couple that with the anxiety of meeting my fiancée’s parents for the first time and you have a perfect recipe for my current state of mind. Luckily the plane didn’t careen into any mountains and for a few wonderful moments my autosematic system stopped pumping adrenaline straight to my heart. I must have aged a good ten years on that flight.

Now it’s this damn bus. A torture chamber, filled with people who couldn’t understand my grumblings if I even had the strength to voice them aloud. The rest of our journey is dotted with stops at congested fueling stations and the occasional piece of luggage errantly slugging me in the face. 

“Sumimasen,” they tell me. Excuse me.
“Iiye, daijobu,” I reply. No, it’s okay. I’m fine.

Jet Lag

I’m trying to squeeze my eyes closed and somehow find a magical place for my thoughts to reside while I focus on falling asleep. It’s impossible. My eyes open, homing in on the orange night light hovering above my futon. My back still hurts, and the fact that this mattress is only a couple inches thick doesn’t help. I don’t remember much about the bus ride from Narita airport to here. I was too loaded on complimentary beers and Lorazepam (a panic disorder medication) to make much sense of the ordeal. I must have been an ass, because my fiancé stopped talking to me after an hour or so. 


I have a headache. Not one that sends spikes of agony through your thoughts. It’s one of those headaches that throb at the base of your skull. I shouldn’t have taken all those drugs before I got on the plane. Tylenol, Lorazepam, Alcohol, and a little bit of Nicotine - a dose of which I acquired sitting next to a human chimney at one of those little airport restaurants in San Francisco. All of this before the twelve hour flight, and now here I am in Takasaki, Japan reaping the rewards of ingesting the narcotic mixer I concocted to keep the shear dread of flying off my mind.


Minako, is sound asleep next to me. She’s used to these futons I guess. It makes sense, considering she’s Japanese. But something irks me about this damn night light we have hanging from the ceiling. It’s haunting me; keeping me awake - guiding my mind through the haze of a syndrome they call jet lag. I can’t sleep. I don’t want to eat. Especially after that gigantic bowl of ramen noodles and those little fried wontons they call gyoza. For me, there’s nothing worse than boredom, which is ironic because I spend most of my time doing as little as possible.


Our room is situated above a restaurant that Minako’s dad used to run. He used to run it because he wasn’t always the drunk he is now. I haven’t met him yet, but Minako has told me the stories. Apparently the guy comes home from the Seven-Eleven their family owns, and throws back a couple glasses of straight Sho-Chu before lurching forward and passing out on one of the big oak tables they used to serve their guests at. Sounds like the good life. I think to myself. 


The bedroom is really quite unique. It’s done up in traditional Japanese style, with tatami mats and a really low table for us to keep all our junk on. The doors are also in traditional style with pictures of Fuji-san (that’s Mount Fuji to us gaijin) painted across them. We even have rice paper window shades to keep the prying eyes of our neighbors away. And finally, in the corner is a brand new Samsung television, with a Playstation 2 attached to it – God’s personal gift to me, his favorite of all the heathen, non-believer agnostics in this world. 

I already sense that a good portion of my time here is going to be spent getting to the next level of Pipo Saru, Monkey People; a game that involves a young boy with a backpack vacuum that steals undergarments from anthropomorphized monkey’s, who have red fire engine lights strapped to their heads. Trying to describe the guiltiness and the gleeful emotions that you get from playing this game; Well, I think even that cokehead Freud would be speechless as he observed a herd of swaddled monkeys shrieking like school children while their tighty-whities are being torn off of them with an industrial strength Dirt Devil.

My cravings to play this game, coupled with my complete lack of real sleep, are too much to handle. I pull my sheets up close to my chin, roll them into a bunch and bite down. I’m losing my mind. I need to do something, but it’s still 4:30 am. Nobody is awake, except for those damn truck drivers with their monstrous cargoes barreling down the street, shaking these poor apartments from their foundations. It’s going to take a while for me to get used to this. I’d swallow another Lorazepam if I hadn’t already taken enough to make a professional wrestler drool like a toddler. That’s the problem with being too self-conscious. In a situation like this, I’m pretty much incapacitated by my own imagination. I start writing magazine articles in my mind that would make H.S. Thompson seem like a reasonable fellow.

It’s hot here too. It’s almost too humid to breath. I don’t feel like I’m getting every ounce of air that I should be. I’m struggling to keep my breathing pattern stable. If I let go now, I may never return. I could end up retarded if I don’t get all the air I need. I pace myself; one, two, three, four, five: breathe in. one, two, three, four, five: breath out. Wait, I’m going too fast. One, two, three, four… I’m thinking about Disney cartoons while the other half of my mind does the breath regulation. For whatever reason, Donald Duck is doing a jig in my mind’s eye. He’s just dancing. Dancing and dancing; and then I realize I’m about to fall asleep! My heart picks up speed and I start breathing again as if I was on the verge of dying. 

Jesus Christ, where is your unending love?! Where is your mercy now, you pompous ass?!

Then I remember I’m an agnostic, an agnostic with a headache.

Bowl of Noodles

“Damn it, woman! Unless you want to face the wrath of my open fisted kung-fu, I suggest you sit down!”


For a moment it appears she will put down her arms and unclench her fists, yet in that same moment I realize I’ve made a mistake to assume such weakness on her part. She buries her shoulder into my stomach and we crash to the floor in a clutter of smiles and laughter. 


We enjoy ourselves, and the familiarity that we have worked so hard to retain. Her face is smothered in my belly. I can feel the warmth of her breath seeping through my T-shirt. I press my nose into her flowing ebon hair and inhale the mysteries of womanhood; the smell of flowers that never leaves, or the intoxicating scent of sweat that lets me know how much she loves me. Two bodies struggle for dominance on a floor made of tatami straw, struggling but not aggressing. It ends with her on top gazing into my eyes – “What do you want to do today,” she asks. There’s a tender pitch to her voice.


“I want to eat.”


“What do you want to eat?”


“Ramen noodles.”


“Again?”


“Yes, why? You don’t want to eat Ramen?”


“We ate Ramen yesterday.”


“But I like the Ramen restaurant! Besides, it’ll be good exercise.”


“I know. I like the Ramen restaurant too, but you need to save money.”


“Fuck it. I want to eat Ramen right now.”


“Well, okay. But you need to save money from now on, okay honey,” she asks me so sweetly.


She’s a sweet girl. She is a woman, rather, of infinite patience with a boy as finicky as I am. I used to think women were the ones who needed to be paid special attention, but I’ve realized over the last few weeks that this is not the case. Ever since we arrived here I have let my cravings take hold of my consciousness. I’m a machine, bent on absorbing every taste of Japan that my palette can handle. An Aesthetic sponge, and a selfish boy, straddled by a woman who loves me more than my heart can appreciate.


“Great, let’s get going. I’m starved.”

The Secession

Two pennies, one nail clipper, a bolt without a nut, and a paper clip; those are the contents in the ash tray of Dad’s Subaru. The one next to the emergency break; the plastic fixture that usually holds the change in my car, but in his car it holds objects of potential function; objects of utility that, as of yet, have no purpose. It’s a well of contradiction for me to wonder at as we coast down Highway 2 on our way to visit Grandpa Hatch. I pull out one of the pennies and let it roll between my fingers down to my hand. It feels cool on my open palm.


The family uses Hatch, Grandpa’s last name, as his title because I have several other grandmas and grandpas. I’m adopted, and my parents are divorced, which leaves me with a smorgasbord of different relatives, none of whom are actually related to me – none that I know of anyway. So we call him Grandpa Hatch to differentiate him from the horde. It can’t truly be called a family tree, in my opinion it would be more aptly labeled a family meadow – patches of relation dotting the landscape of my life. Grandpa, though, is the dark twisted oak in the backyard, scarce of roots, whose history is not often mentioned at the dinner table.


Grandpa was a jack of all trades; he was a tribal lawyer for a while, and a judge, apparently. Father tells me that he was never good at keeping a job, let alone keeping his family together; a wanderer who didn’t fit well into the frame of a normal American living. That’s why, at the ripe old age of twelve, the repo-men came and took my dad’s toy box away – one of the many reasons why Grandma divorced him. After that, the family shunned him; and he shunned them, retreating to the reservation that he grew up on to be a successful member of the judicial branch. Grandma moved to a small town in Michigan on the Northern Peninsula and hasn’t spoken to him since.


That’s probably the reason why we’re in this car, on this road, and at each other’s throats. Dad’s playing the role of the good guy by offering his medical talents to his father – a father that never once helped him with his college tuition, a fact that he reminds me of whenever I bring the subject up. It’s an offer Grandpa can’t refuse, because no one else will talk to him and he hates every doctor except the one he can trust, his son. Though it makes me wonder, at times, if perhaps his trust is misplaced, considering the fact that the good doctor never got his toys back. 


The doctor and I; we’re like North and South. He’s industrious and absorbed in his work. I live in the moment and do as little as possible. Though, when we get in a car, my passive attitude dissolves and it’s a struggle for dominance, and the radio is high ground on this field of battle. He always turns it to one of those public radio stations. The droning voices make me crazy. I try to put a CD in, but the techno bothers him. The droning beats make him crazy. Thus, here we sit in my dad’s station wagon, like a penny spinning on a table: injecting, ejecting, adding volume, lowering volume, channel one, channel two, channel three, channel four. Eventually one of us will end up on top, the other on the bottom, and neither of us will feel any sense of achievement.


The sun glares through the windshield, exposing the minute scratches left by the wiper blades. The scratches that cloud your vision when a passing motorist leaves their brights on. It’s hot in the car. The sun is nice for this autumn day, but in a car the sun acts a lot like those red lamps that keep the meat warm at a buffet. It’s like being stuck in a greenhouse; no plants and no dirt, except for the gossip Dad and I exchange about the significant others in our lives. The ones conform to the braids of life that I and my father weave. 

The current subject is my ex-fiancé. She’s a girl from a small country on the other side of the world. He tells me he likes her, and in the same breath he accuses her of abuse.

His argument doesn’t make sense, and I’m quick to point that out,


“How can you appreciate someone who abuses your own child?” I ask.


He makes a right on Country Road 10.


“I treated her like a daughter, Jonathan!”


“What does that have to do with it?”


He swallows. I can feel his discomfort. He’s losing ground in this battle. I broke up with Minako when I met a girl whose physical attributes far out-weighed the benefits of emotional intimacy. It was a lustful coup that my father openly supported. He never did like her. Now, seven month’s later, I’m still feeling guilty about the decision that I made – and he feels my regret.


“Listen, Dad. I know you don’t like her, but you have to understand that I just can’t get her out of my mind. I feel like I made a big mistake, you know? It makes me sick to my stomach.”


“So stop thinking about her.”


“I can’t.”


He takes a moment to think.


“Jonathan, you had very valid reasons for breaking up with her,” he states.


“Oh yeah? What were the reasons?”


This question hits home and his eyes pop wide open. He freezes. His hands are starting to shake. They always do, and they make him seem more upset than he really is. I can’t tell if it’s my blindness or clarity of mind that’s shutting him up. He can’t come up with a reason. He knows it. He just stares at the road. One shaky hand reaches for a travel mug of coffee that wobbles in the cup-holder. He sips, and swallows with a distinct chug.

He knows the truth, and it frustrates me that he won’t admit it. It makes me so angry that I just want to slap that mug right out of his hand. I want it to splash all over the dash and the windshield. I want to feel him lose control of the car, turn it into a spinning coffin, tumbling down the road, bits and pieces of plastic and aluminum scattering into the ditch and across the road. I want him to tell me the truth, but he won’t.


Dad is my listening partner and my sparring partner. I tell him what is troubling me, and he tells me what I should do to fix it. Only, he never gives me the answer I want to hear, and that pisses me off. We used to argue whole evenings away with regard to the virtues of my relationship with Minako.


So I wait now, patiently tapping my hand on my lap in time with the white dashes floating by the window; slowing my thoughts down to a logical rhythm. Like a jazz musician, I feel the beat of the argument, and when the timing is right I start back into him.


“She needs someone there for her. She’s vulnerable so far away from me.”


“She’s not vulnerable. She’s nuts!” He retorts.


“She’s not crazy, Dad!”


“Well, it’s not love. It’s just attachment. You need to get on with your life, Jonathan!”


Suddenly I’m not the one admitting the truth and it hurts. Yeah, maybe I should get on with my life, but he didn’t have to tell me it wasn’t about love. I mean…


“How can you tell me about love after marrying a woman like Cathie? Can’t you see she’s a fucking gold-digger? That shit ain’t about love either!”


The car gets really quiet. Maybe the S-bomb and the F-bomb were too much? It usually doesn’t bother him, but this silence is one of those uncomfortable silences that needs to be broken. This is one of those snapping-point silences. That’s when he starts to laugh. His irrationality starts peaking through the clouds. Something inside of him is starting to bubble. Lord knows I’m going to get a good verbal lashing for that last remark – because it’s so true, so true that it hurts. She had nothing when she married him, and now she has everything: the checkbook, the cash, his wallet, she even throws him a cold glance when he sees fit to give me a little handout now and again. Cathie and I have been in constant conflict ever since Dad married her. There was a phase in my life when I wouldn’t even eat from the same dishes that she touched. If she put a glass of milk on the table, the glass would remain there, untouched, not one sip taken. She even pulled me aside one Christmas Eve and told me that there wasn’t going to be any money left for me when they died. 
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, and now my dad was having the same trouble. Sitting silent, hands on the wheel, in the same state of mind I was just a moment ago, formulating a defense for the woman that he loved, a love that I could only gawk at. This conversation was quickly turning into an emotional judo match; both of us using our arguments against each other. He starts to speak. He’s mumbling at first, but by the time he gains any momentum, I’m barely paying attention. I pick bits and pieces out of his argument and prepare them in the muzzle-loaded rifles lined up on the wall of my mind. It’s hardly a discussion anymore. I’m just waiting for my turn to speak, my turn to up the ante, and then he comes out of left field with this beauty:

“…besides, I’ve been spoiling you for the past twenty-three years. When are you going to grow up, Jonathan?” The gauntlet drops.

This is the way we do things, he and I, good versus evil, red versus blue, student versus teacher, father and son. I suppose I deserve it after vilifying such an important figure in his life, but I grab the guns off the wall and start firing anyway.

“Spoiled me? The only time you ever spent with me was when you were lecturing me on the finer points of living life! The only way you may have spoiled me was with your godforsaken advice. That’s what spoiled me. I’m a rotten apple with all of these thoughts about making the grade and annual salaries running through my head. Do you want to know where I got all this angst? Why don’t you take a look in the mirror? That should give you a hint. Jesus!”

I slap the rearview mirror with the back of my hand so he can get a better view of himself – and then silence, again.

The heavy tires specialized for dirt roads are whirring louder than they ever have before. I reach over and turn the radio up a bit, a gesture akin to pulling a punch, but it’s too late. He’s reeling from that last volley. I can see it in his eyes. I feel like an ass.

The silence between us isn’t discomfort anymore; it’s regret. Neither of us should have said the things we did, especially me. But it’s okay, because eventually we’ll both look over at each other with the same sad look on our faces and apologize – even though we meant exactly what we said. 
The car rolls into a white granite driveway and slows to a stop. Exhausted, I slump out of the car door and sag out into the thick, damp Wisconsin air. I stand myself up. The gravel crunches beneath my sneakers. I hear a jingle and glance down, noticing the penny I was playing with earlier. I pick it up. It’s still warm. Propping it on my thumbnail, I give it a flick and send it humming off into the autumn sun.

A Typical Nature Essay

As I was searching the internet for a good topic regarding nature, an idea suddenly landed on my desktop – literally. It was a rogue Boxelder bug on a suicide mission. You’d think every bug in the house would know by now that coming into my room is akin to plunging a needle through their own thorax. Apparently this guy missed all the warnings: the mummified remains of mosquitoes and spiders, still clinging to my walls and ceiling like they were when I first smashed them; months after their departure from this mortal world, they are pieces in a museum that I like to call “Hotel Jonathan.” He missed all of it, and decided that the best place to land was on my computer monitor.

It was an awkward moment for both of us. I’m sure he was looking for a mate or some food or something. My blood was beginning to boil while my eyes casually searched the room for a Kleenex, towel, anything to soak up what I was predicting to be a very messy ordeal. Yet, in the course of my search for this bug’s death robes, I noticed he seemed to be particularly attracted to a certain section of my screen. It was at that moment that any sense of reason had left my mind, because instead of helping this poor invertebrate meet his doom, I decided to help him browse the internet.

I thought about what exactly a bug in his situation would be looking for. Perhaps I should give him a hint as to what exactly his future held for him. I pulled up a website dedicated to insecticide. He didn’t seem amused. He fussed about the screen in what seemed to be random motions, but after a few seconds it occurred to me that perhaps the pictures of dead insects weren’t to his liking. Thinking quite carefully, I then came to the conclusion that perhaps I would show him where he ought to be going, if he didn’t want to spend the last few moments of his life perusing the internet with me. I brought up the Marvin Windows website, hoping he’d get the hint. He didn’t, he just sat there twiddling those obnoxiously long antennae of his.

I was losing my patience. A bug this clueless certainly didn’t have a place in this world, as far as I was concerned. His time was drawing nigh. Perhaps he needed it spelled out for him. I click on Word, and typed in big bold letters, “Get off my screen or I’ll crush you like a bug. Wait, scratch that. You are a bug, so crushing you like a bug would be redundant, correct? Yes, yes of course it would. You deserve better Mr. Boxelder. Tell you what. If you leave my monitor now and shuffle yourself out the window, I promise no harm will come of you. That’s nothing to say of the perils that await you outside. I mean, if you think about it, you’re sure to die soon anyway. Spiders, ants, bats, birds, windshields - face it pal you’re fate is sealed, your maker is setting the table in anticipation of your arrival. Do you want me to just end it now?”


He wasn’t responding. He just addled about my desktop, stopping to feel something, whatever it was, now and again. It was obvious that this creature, like so many of his kind, was not destined for a long life. And so the decision was made to end his life quickly and painlessly (I’d like to think). Now I know what you’re wondering; did I crush his body against my wall as a reminder to the others? No, of course I didn’t. I flushed him down the toilet in an aloe-laced coffin of thin paper tissue. If you think that was the most humane way I could have handled the situation, then I’ll ask you this: What could be worse than drowning in a river of shit?

Frasier

In the brief time that I have known her,

I’ve glimpsed a lot of smiles.

We’ve gone on walks.

We’ve had long talks.

She even rode 18 miles

to see me here,

tucked away in my cave.

She is Daphne and I am Niles.

…and Found

Last night I wanted to say I love you, but I thought, what if it was never spoken?

The day we went to the beach to wade in the sun, and the black flies ate my feet, and we ran to the other side, but the flies followed us and nibbled some more, so then we ran bare-footed all the way back to the car – flies in tow - and when we fastened our seatbelts I turned to you and thought, what if it was never spoken?

The day you rode your broken K-mart bike all the way around the lake and you showed up at my door out of breath and full of things to say, so we talked for a while, me in my pajamas on one side of the dusty couch and you, mid-rift glowing with sweat, baked brown by the high-noon sun, on the other side hesitantly discussing relationships that seemed to be wilting like the dandelions grew on my front steps, and when we were both done letting off steam, I turned to you and wondered, what if it was never spoken?

The night we stole out into a thick, warm dusk, hoping to avoid another long-winded speech by some literati blow-hard about writing and what we could do to realize our lack of talent before it was too late, and instead we enjoyed the cool, wet grass of a hill overlooking the still waters of Lake Bemidji, waters that could have soaked up anything we would have said, but words weren’t a necessity, so we laid there in silence letting the evening dew soak into our shirts, and then, finally, I turned to you and thought, what if it was never spoken?

The night you were offered a meal made by my hands, and much to my delight you accepted the invitation, and appeared at my door in the middle of a downpour, begging to sit on the furnace grate to dry yourself while my knife bit into a ginger root, whose juice was seeping out into the air to mix with your distinctive scent of citrus and rose petals, and after everything was thrown to the fire gods, and the wok stopped spitting oil onto my shirt, we enjoyed the fruition of my passion for cooking, and I turned to you wondering, what if it was never spoken?

And now, this morning, I turn to you and ask myself, does it even need to be spoken?

