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“It’s amazing how many times a day I fall in love.”

So said Eddie as we began our journey westward, the sun glint Nashville skyline in our faded rear view mirrors as it spoke of financial services and trendy accommodations.  I loved Nashville.  Not for those things of which the horizon mentioned, but rather the unspoken and yet so amazingly understood statements that lay buried between those bolded and underlined phrases. The honky-tonks, Robert’s and Layla’s, the places where on any given night of the week you could fill up on grilled bologna sandwiches and moon pies and High Life and take a step back in time to witness the pure classic infancy of true American Country music.  Where beer and tourists mingled and swayed and danced and made sweet love until the early hours of the morning.  

Ken Berryhill was presenting his Country Classics on the turn-dial AM/FM radio. Tom T. Hall sang of loving little baby ducks and old pickup trucks.  We were actually supposed to be in a pickup truck, but Eddie had decided we would borrow his sweet Aunt Lucy’s 1987 Lincoln Town Car.  It was a massive block of human ingenuity, skillfully fashioned in various tones of earth dirt brown.  The paint, the carpet, the vinyl, the upholstery, all different depressing shades of shit.  It smelled of wet stale cigarettes and Sunday morning perfume.  But Eddie felt we needed to brave the brownness and stench and my potential loss of dignity in hopes that we would come upon a traveling hitchhiker that we could help along their way.  Plus it would get better gas mileage than the truck and be easier for us to sleep in.  

So he said.

We were heading to Las Vegas, the renowned city of lights and sin, lovers and whores.  Eddie said that people go to Las Vegas to lose their soul.  Not that they go there intending to lose their soul, but the city wants it and, as they say, the house always wins.  Eddie wanted to take a road trip to Vegas to save a soul.  He found humor in the irony.  I honestly thought it was silly as hell, but the idea of wandering into the wildness of the wonder west seemed a miraculous notion.  Images of epic vast desert ranges powdered with outlaws and gun towns tickled my imagination.  I had not, however, immediately agreed to his invitation.

***

Eddie Kubrero and I had met about four years prior at a Nashville scene/be seen dive filled with trendy-indie beards and pin-up sleeve tattoos.  We both had gigs DJ’ing between sets and to the stragglers who hung around to drink cheap can Grandpa beers after the bands had played.  It was a small club and to say we were DJ’ing is probably a dramatic over statement.  We both played oldie but not-so-goody guilty pleasures off our laptops, having fun making drunken hipsters dance to Bel Biv Devoe and Color Me Badd and Hanson and the like.  We both shared similar interests in non-guilty music and art house films and travel and found deep pleasure in amateur philosophical discussions over slow pints of beer.  We quickly became close friends.  Jenna, my live-in girlfriend and love at the time, also became really close friends with Eddie’s girl Sarah which worked out rather nicely.

The four of us enjoyed many excited weekends and holidays and vacations together.  I had seen it in sitcoms and movies; those feel good ones where the seemingly unrealistic bonds of friendship and shared experiences could induce a sense of fantastic hope or, more easily, nausea.  But that is what it was like.

Eddie and Sarah ended up getting married.  Eddie said he never really cared for the thought of marriage, which he considered an overrated and outdated tradition, but he knew that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her.  Sarah wanted the sign of absolute commitment the way girls do.  So Eddie decided to fulfill her white-picket desires and proposed in his simple, endearing style.  They had their very non-traditional wedding in the magical wooded park where they had their first magical date.  It was magical.  Jenna cried.

Everything seemed well in our warm southern lives.  Eddie and Sarah had started an event promotions business that was proving successful.  I was about to graduate with my desperate degree in Music Business from Belmont while Jenna, who had already graduated, was happy and content as she always was slaving to snotty noses and dirty diapers at the nearby daycare.  She loved kids.  I hated them.  Well, I didn’t really hate kids, not at all!  Just the snotty noses and dirty diapers and everything else that went along with them.  Eddie and Sarah had decided, at least for the time being, that they would not have any children of their own.  Sarah said babies scared her and made her think of little aliens.  I agreed.

Their second year wedding anniversary came quickly and Jenna and I threw a late night party for them at our clean line West End apartment.  There were attractive finger foods and electro cute music and a living room dance party fueled by a case of smoky merlot.  During the intermission gift exchange, Eddie gave Sarah a “Congratulations on Your Newborn Baby” card that contained tickets to a Ben Folds performance with the Nashville Symphony Orchestra.  Eddie always gave cards that were inappropriate to the present occasion but always included his warm sentiments in his own simple, endearing style.  I never read what he had written, but Sarah cried.  

Sarah sweetly gave Eddie a personally made card along with a piece of desk art that she had made for him out of transparent red glass and wrapped gray wire and puffy white cotton they had hand-picked together out of a summer field during one of their many road trip adventures.  She read the pastel card aloud in which she softly thanked Eddie for being forever loving and patient and ended, “with the deepest, most pure love ever possible.”  Two months later Sarah left.  Eddie cried.  

Two weeks later Jenna left.  And I cried.  A lot.

***

It was a rain-soak evening the next time I saw Eddie.  One of those nights when most Americans stay home and watch cheap television and forget how much they love thunderstorms.  I was at the Red Door (West) that evening, seeking comfort in my pints of Laughing Skull Amber Ale.  I had been attempting conversation with the bartender who was brunette and short and cute and highly disinterested.  I quickly understood the futility of the interaction and returned focus to my loneliness and the warmth of my cold beer. 

It was around midnight that Eddie waded into the bar, smooth and gentle as if he had just stepped out for a lazy cigarette.  Except Eddie never smoked and it had been over four months since I had last seen or spoken to him.  He had vanished after Sarah left and I had spent the entire time struggling with fear of his wellbeing and resentment for his seemingly selfish action of leaving when I felt in desperate need of his friendship.  But that really wasn’t fair of course.  After all, he didn’t even know that Jenna had left and it was actually I being selfish for wanting him there.  I had never felt so glad to see anyone in my entire life.

He looked a little wild, drifterish with his unkempt hair and wry scraggle beard and those intense blue eyes that had always spoken more than he did.  His clothes sagged from drench dark water and he wore a grand open smile and presented a hearty embrace that saturated my shirt.  But I didn’t care.

Eddie pulled himself onto the barstool adjacent to mine and ordered the same thing I was having as he always did.  He asked how I was and how things were for me.  I remember thinking that Eddie was the only person I knew that asked those questions and truly wanted to know.

I told him about Jenna and how she had left and how it hurt and how I still had not found a real job and how I had moved in with a lousy slob of a roommate who smoked enough weed to fully fund a third-world revolutionary uprising.  I told him how much I had struggled emotionally since our breakup, how I had not been eating properly and had become dependent on over-counter sleeping pills for rest.  How my most important goal in life at the moment was to go one single day without thinking of her.  Thus far, every day had been a failure.

Eddie shared his sympathy and expressed how he too had suffered a broken heart.  He said that it was during this time, his first true experience of heartache, that he learned that love is not a choice.  After Sarah’s surprise and sudden leaving, Eddie realized he needed a new start of sorts, a drastic life change.  So he decided to donate to Goodwill most of what was left of the items they had collected to create their image of a home.  He put what remained of his personal possessions, including the desk art anniversary gift and pastel card, in a small tin-box storage unit.  He rented a P.O. Box to forward his mail to and left on a two-stop flight to Europe with only a passport and a modestly packed 43 liter gray/green R.E.I. backpack.

Simple as that.


He landed in Lisbon, Portugal and spent his first three days there, eating fresh fish and pastries and drinking cheap red wine.  He enjoyed his first Cuban cigar and spent evenings watching the nightlife in small smoky discos and listening to the longing, mournful rhythms of the Fado music that spilled and flowed through the drunken yellow streets of the Bairro Alto.  Then it was the cramped overnight train to Madrid and on through France, Switzerland, Germany and several other countries prior to flying back to the States from Rome.


Eddie said that he had learned a great deal in his travels and that he had come to a self-conclusion of sorts, an added depth to his existential view of the human condition.  He had concluded that the essence of humanity is not a metaphysical energy or state of being, but rather simply the evolved perceptions of beauty.  He now believed that only through this essence of humanity, the full experience of beauty, could one find a true sense of meaning and purpose and hope in their existence.  This is what he wanted to share and he wanted me to go with him to Las Vegas to do so.


But I told him that I couldn’t go.  

I had very little money saved and felt that the most practical decision would be for me to stay in Nashville and more vigorously seek out that ever elusive properly paying position in the brutally barren music industry I had chosen to be a part of.  Plus my depression had basically debilitated me to the point where making such an adventurous leap seemed inconceivable.  All I really wanted to do was crawl in my bed with a movie and a bowl of fruity cereal and a bottle of cheap sleeping pills.  It was hard seeing Eddie so disappointed in my response but he said he understood.  I am really not sure I understood myself though.

***


That night I had a dream.  In the dream, I was walking along a narrow strewn street in a slummy town with boarded windows and scampering rats and dirty children playing in the gutters.  I was with Jenna and we were holding hands and talking of love when suddenly I heard a tremendous roar swell up behind us.  I quickly turned to see a giant tsunami wave tearing its way through the town in our direction.  I spun back around and screamed for Jenna to run.  But it was too late, the wave was fast and it swept us up and apart from each other.  The wave pushed me further from her, further and further through and out of the city and over the mountains that surrounded it.  Over the peaks the wave dissipated, dropping me softly into a verdant valley of majestic trees and glossy boulders and soaring peaceful life.  And there I stood to behold the wonder of everything.


I awoke and immediately called Eddie to tell him that I wanted to go with him on his trip to Vegas.  

And there we were, leaving beer and love soaked Music City with the windows down as Mr. Hall coyly sang of his love for slow movin’ trains and rain.
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“If you know where you are at this moment, you have never truly been lost.”

Eddie said he would never admit that he was lost.  It was not due to dishonesty or a sense of brutal pride as men are stereotypically known to exhibit, but only because he knew that he would eventually find his way to his intended destination and that he was always where he was regardless of where that was.  It made complete and honest sense to him and I actually was able to see his point.  I, however, still had no idea where we were.

We were traveling with a southerly inclination in an attempt to meet up with a state or county highway that would take us straight west into the blueness of Memphis City, USA.  We had pulled off for a quick break at the I-40 rest stop just past Loretta Lynn’s Dude Ranch (and its creepy connotation) and across the muddy push of the Tennessee River.  Eddie had studied the posted road map there and decided, without offering me any sort of notification, that we would take an alternate scenic route.  We veered off at the next exit and took 69/641 South in the direction of apple pie Parsons and Paris and Camden as “Fun in the Fast Lane” played swinging oldies on the turn-dial AM/FM radio.

We had began our journey that day later than planned, with our intended destination for the evening being somewhere in the general vicinity of big-city Little Rock, Arkansas.  Eddie made it clear though that it was not necessary to make it that far and that we were to enjoy the trip with no expectations, to experience the inspirations of beauty at every opportunity possible.  

“Experiences are best approached without expectations.”

Eddie believed that preconceived expectations could only distract and skew our perceptions of reality.  When we expect that a person, place or event will be a certain way, we will most likely observe and perceive it in a manner that is biased towards those expectations.  This will very often lead to disappointment and frustration when our expectations are not aligned with the perceived reality.  To avoid this discontent, we should simply be patient and appreciate every moment in its purest form.  In the present there is no notion of how things will be or should be, only how things are.  We should make every attempt to approach experiences without judgment or definition, in a relaxed and neutral position.  This is the basis for living a life of awareness.

So he said.

He also said that, “When you become aware of beauty, it is nice to stop, take a deep breath and smile.”

And so he did.  This included frequent stops to fully take in the magnificence of a distant farmhouse, the wonder of an oddly shaped field tree or the magic of a whimsical cloud formation.  It also apparently included taking obscure state and county highways whenever he felt appropriate instead of sticking to the straightaway Interstate path.  Eddie felt that true America could best be experienced through the wise and lonely rural back roads and that we would be cheating ourselves of an amazing opportunity if we took the tourist-happy Interstate the entire way.  Plus he knew it was illegal to hitchhike directly on Interstates and he was clearly determined to transport a blacktop roamer.  “The Children of the Road”, he called them.  He wanted to learn the story of what had brought them to the sad open road, to share his own ideas and stories and to help them on their way to their next destination, wherever that may be.  It was almost as if he thought it his divinely inspired duty, his responsibility to the good of the universal whole.  But I know this was not the case.

We passed through Parsons, TN where we stopped at Perry’s Market, which was essentially just a simple country shed filled with various varieties of plants and produce.  Eddie picked out a small basket of juicy sweet peaches and I grabbed a few crisp apples.  Perry was a sweet old man who talked of freshness and the weather to come.  

We drove slowly past the Little League baseball field there in Parsons as Eddie talked of the charm of small town sports and wondered how many young dreams had been fulfilled and tender hearts broken on that very piece of earth.  If intense emotional energy could in fact be trapped or recorded and repeated where it was released, such as some say of distressed ghost spirits, Eddie thought that small town sports fields would be some of the most haunted places in America.  The Five Satins crooned “In the Still of the Night” as I envisioned the hot/cold sacred energy half-spheres dotting haunted America.

We took a right on the outskirts of Decaturville to again traverse westward, this time along Hwy 100.  Rolling fields lined the single-lane roadside with waves of tan dead corn stalks and short plump soybean bushes and fluffy cotton plants that looked like melting muddy snow when viewed as a whole.  Eddie paid no attention to the cotton fields.

We stopped at the B & L Market in Reagan, TN because they had the old turn-dial gas pumps and Eddie wanted to see what the inside of the faded and cracked country store looked like.  They sold bolts and nuts and sodas and deli loaf sandwiches.  There was a pool table and mounted deer heads adorned the shabby walls.  Lots of deer heads.  Eddie bought a local package of beef jerky and exchanged pleasantries with the attendant who was probably the B in the B & L.  Bubba or Bertrand perhaps.  Eddie said it smelled just like the forgotten small town grocery/gas station/post office he used to get candy at as a young school child in Kiamichi Oklahoma.  It is amazing how smells can remind us of things we may never have remembered if we had not experienced that similar smell again.  

“All the more reason to stop and smell the roses,” Eddie said with a silly smile.  He loved poking fun with clichés.  I told him he was a cheesy bastard.

We continued onward, past the flow of subsidized agriculture and countless corrugated signs along the side of the road that all looked the same, often hanging from mailboxes or fences or just staked into the ground.  Small, green and white signs that simply said “Jesus”.  We also noticed that every single small town that we drove through had a Bar-B-Q restaurant and each was named after their apparent owner or founder.  Larry’s Bar-B-Q, Melvin’s Bar-B-Q, Sweet Mama’s Bar-B-Q.  America loves Jesus and Bar-B-Q.    

We were about 85 miles east of the land of grace when we came to the junction of Highways 100 and 45 where we encountered our first hitchhiker.  Eddie quickly and excitedly pulled over to pick the gentleman up.

The hitcher’s name was Roger Evans, but I am not so sure he actually looked like a Roger Evans.  He was half Native American, Choctaw on his father’s side, but his long braided ink black hair and firm jaw and darkly tanned skin made him look as pure an Indian as I had ever seen, even on campy Saturday evening television as a child.  I couldn’t help thinking that perhaps his real name had been Proud Foot or Running Something-or-Other and that he had taken on the pseudonym of Roger as a child in order to fit in more subtly with the new American society.  I found the thought of such a perceived necessity extremely unsettling and hoped it wasn’t true.  I learned later that the same thought had crossed Eddie’s mind, although he had never presented it to Roger.

Roger Evans, or whatever his true name may have been, had spent his entire life in grit-fed southern Alabama.  His father had been a gas station attendant and an alcoholic, his mother a hotel housemaid.  He had been married twice and had two children, one from each dysfunctional union.  

His son from his first, Roger Jr., was currently incarcerated.  He had gotten caught up in junk drugs and had been arrested while on the run after the clumsy armed robbery of a convenience store in which shots were fired.  He was currently serving fifteen years in the USP Big Sandy in Inez, Kentucky.  Roger Evans never spoke to his son.

His daughter, Bonnie, was fifteen and pregnant.  The trash king who had gotten her pregnant was twenty-three years her senior.  She, too, had gotten caught up in junk drugs and Roger was afraid to think about the cockroach trailers and bathroom stalls she may have worked to support her habit.  Bonnie had dropped out of alternative school and ran away to live with her prince of dirt in a broke down trailer park the next town over.  Roger Evans never spoke to his daughter.

After he had lost his custodial job at Thomas Edison Elementary over a bogus cleaning product theft accusation and his second slut whore wife had left him for Bonnie’s junk drug dealer, Roger sadly did not have much holding him to grit-fed southern Alabama.  So he loaded his green canvas rucksack with a small Boy Scout pup tent he had picked up at a dusty second-hand store and hit the road, hitching towards the great National Parks of the piney north that he had only seen on television and in glossy magazines.  

Simple as that.

Eddie shared his stories as well.  He told Roger about Sarah and her leaving and how he had packed up his R.E.I. backpack and left for his travels in Western Europe.  About how he had ventured to the green snow Alps of Switzerland that too had beckoned from television and glossy magazines.  About how he had hiked along the river Rhine through the majestic valley of Chur and fallen in love with the indulgent combination of Swiss milk chocolate and fresh draft wheat beer in capital Bern. 

He also shared of his slow train ride from Prague to Vienna during which he had experienced an incredible outpouring of life thoughts that he hastily wrote down on the small tickets he had collected riding the underground that had connected his hostel to city center in Prague.  On these little simple stubs of green paper he had written out in sea blue ink his perceptions of joy and love and peace and many other of human’s greatest conceptions.  Eddie wanted to share some of these thoughts and his ideas related to the essence of humanity with others and he said we were heading to Vegas to do just that.  Roger asked for an example of one of his thoughts and Eddie said of course.

“Peace is immersion in the beauty involved in the present moment.”

Eddie believed that there is no peace dwelling in regret or guilt of the past or when living in fear, stress or anxiety about the future.  Peace can only be found in the beauty of the present moment.  We as individuals should engage in and cultivate relationships, jobs and hobbies in which we deeply experience beauty.  We are best to avoid settling for anything less as there is no peace, joy or love where beauty is not perceived.  And above all we should live a life according to a self-perceived image of beauty in which we are aware of the beauty in our thoughts and in our actions.  Only then can we truly love ourselves and only then can we truly love.

So he said.

“What are your thoughts on peace,” Eddie asked Roger.

Eddie always wanted to know how others viewed things.  He considered asking what someone thought to be the most powerful question that a person could ask.

“I’m not really sure I guess…I guess I will have to think about it a little,” replied Roger.

We were entering the Chickasaw State Forest as Eddie and Roger continued to share their stories.  Massive aged oaks and aromatic pines towered over dense beckoning darkness, a kind of mysterious gloomy Cimmerian shade that brought to mind fairy tales Grimm of wolves and witches, dwarves and demons.  

***

Eddie saw a sign for the rustic park area and pulled over and down to the vacant welcome building parking lot.  We could see the lake from the lot and Eddie thought it would be nice to take a casual hike down to the water’s edge to stretch our legs and watch the muted scarlet sun disc as it began its afternoon descent over the western tree line.  We had been out of the car so much I was not sure it exactly necessary, but I was all for spending time outdoors in the cool gray shadows of nature.  Roger was a straight up easygoing guy and didn’t seem in much of a hurry either.  I liked Roger.

Eddie had spotted a weathered dock jutting out into the glossy waters so we focused our decent in that direction, collecting fallen acorns along the way as we all had done as muddy children.  Roger was extremely knowledgeable about trees and shared small facts on the numerous species he observed, the Sugar Maple and the Shagbark Hickory and the Carolina Buckthorn and so on.  Eddie really loved all of the information and kept saying “Wow” and “Incredible” and “Extraordinary” and other words of amazement that Roger knew so much about tree life.  When we made it to the creaky dock we all stretched out and tossed our acorns into the dark musty water one by one.  

Roger brought up Eddie’s comments on peace and said he had been thinking about it and he just wasn’t sure he had ever truly been at peace and therefore didn’t feel he had much to go on to speak of the subject.  All he had ever known in life was frustration and loneliness.  He said he had actually never met anyone who did not feel a degree of loneliness most of the time, even when in relationships or constantly surrounded by other people.  He never understood how we could all be so lonely if a loving God had created us in his own image.  His Sunday school teacher had said that God created humanity out of loneliness and his desire for companionship, so perhaps that would explain it.  I had to agree with Roger at that time though; everyone seemed lonely.

We headed back up the brushy hillside to our elderly vehicle and again resumed westward towards the slowly dissolving wonder of the muted scarlet sun disc.  

Roger had already grown weary of the processes involved with being a “Child of the Road”.  The sun and rain and shallow stares.  The long empty nights without shelter.  The endless hours of walking and waiting.  Especially the waiting.  He had decided to head for Memphis and spend what remained of his meager savings to catch a Greyhound north as far as it would take him.  Eddie said that we could take him downtown to the bus station. It would give us a great opportunity to experience a portion of the city’s historic character as neither of us had spent any real time in Memphis; just occasional passes through on our way to other life destinations.

The damp fresh air and conversation made for a relaxing and pleasant ride from the quaint gentle back roads of middle Tennessee into the concrete haze of downtown Memphis.  We all took a deep breath and smiled as we cruised down Union past the brick and yellow building that housed the original Sun Studios, the birthplace of Rock-n-Roll.  Images flashed of young Presley and Cash and Orbison as they laughed and smoked and drank and defined the lonely soul of America.   

When we dropped Roger at the Delta Bus Line station, I shook his remarkably gentle hand and wished him well.  Eddie gave him a long embrace and handed him a $20 bill from his tattered wallet and told him the short story of a little old lady who had once been his friendly neighbor and had given him $20 when he was in a time of financial distress.  Her gift was accompanied with the request that he pass the $20 on to someone else in need at some point in the future when he had the means to do so.  He always shared that story when he gave someone a $20 bill.
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“Time is but an expression of change.”
Eddie again advised that we should in no way feel hurried, but simply and clearly appreciate the opportunity before us.  Since we had found our way to the dim depths of downtown Memphis, he said it was mandatory and absolutely essential that we head around and down to the tourist hum and bustle of Beale Street.  And so we did.  Deep Southern Memphis twelve-bar blues bumped and jumped from the Blues Hall Juke Joint as young African American males did heels-over-head somersaults and back-flips and cartwheels down the closed off street for tourist donations.  A graffiti smart kid stood off to the side and streamed his mad lyrical poetry.

“Where’s the compassion, where is the hope?

Maybe we can find it at the end of this rope.

The kings and the presidents see the big picture,

While the poor get poorer and the rich get richer.

This is the voice of a natural born killer,

Watch out world, this is going to be a thriller.”

Neon signs flickered and glowed as we strolled past Miss Polly’s Soul City Café (“Love, Peace and Chicken Grease”) and The Pig (“Pork with an Attitude”) and King’s Palace Café (“Air Conditioned”).  Eddie bobbed and laughed and slapped his leg at the craziness of it all.  We picked up sweet red rum Hurricanes from Silky O’Sullivans and gave the change to the buskers.

We made our way down to W. C. Handy (“The Father of Blues”) Park where a large congregation of primarily older locals had gathered to listen to an up-tempo jump and jive band who had managed to captivate and persuade a good portion of the throng into a scoot and shuffle dance at the front of the stage.  The energy was magnificent and it was impossible not to notice and share in the cathartic bliss delight of the sweaty crowd.

As we observed from the rear of the pulsating pack of onlookers, a middle-aged couple on vacation from Mississippi graciously informed us that we should try to check out the Peabody Hotel, apparently world famous for their ducks.  Neither Eddie nor I had ever heard of the hotel or the renowned “Peabody Ducks” so we headed out and back up a couple of blocks to Union where the Italian Renaissance style building had pretentiously provided its presence since 1925.  

The story goes that in 1933, after a weekend hunting trip with some friends, hotel General Manager Frank Schutt thought it would be humorous to put his live decoy ducks in the hotel lobby fountain to swim around.  The guests that were there at the time loved it and the rest, as it goes, is history as ducks have been happily floating and playing in the fountain every day since.

In 1940, a bellman called Edward Pembroke became the first official “Duckmaster” and served in that position for over 50 years.  As a former circus animal trainer, Mr. Pembroke was able to train the ducks to march between the Italian marble fountain and the hotel elevator to the sounds of the King Cotton March by John Phillip Sousa.  Thus began the crowd-pleasing ceremony of the “March of Ducks” celebration that occurs every morning at 11:00am and then again every evening at 5:00pm. 

We were fortunate to make it just in time to witness the regal red carpet being rolled out and experience the pageantry of the evening procession.  Families smiled and awwwed and crowded the plush velvet ropes as the proud ducks marched as damp celebrities to their limo elevator ride upward and home to their “Duck Palace” on the hotel rooftop Skyway.  A cute example of the amazing phenomena, create a gimmick and they will come.  Americans love gimmicks.

It was watching the glamorous exhibition that evoked the memory of a specific brilliant red sky evening that Jenna and I had shared in Nashville’s Centennial Park.  We had taken a long and patient stroll around the pedestrianized walkway, holding hands and then racing each other up and down the steep Parthenon steps and then taking the time to lay side-by-side in a grassy open space to watch families play.  As the descending sun altered the palette of our pure experience, we took a loaf of bread from the car and went to our favorite place for feeding the many ducks and swans that frequented the park’s large fountained pond.  We were tossing small pieces of the white soft bread into the water when she turned gently to me and looked into my eyes the way she did.  She held my hand again and drew close and whispered softly into my ear.  She said that she hoped we would enter our afterlife as a pair of beautiful white swans and that we could float our days side-by-side in a happy park pond and eat thrown bread and be together forever in absolute love.  I thought it was the most beautiful thing I had ever heard.

I had failed another day.

***

Eddie and I decided to take the elevator ride upward to the “S” hotel rooftop for an evening view of skyline skyscrapers and the smirky murky pride of the Mississippi River as it stabbed and cut and twisted its way through the tired landscape.  The River had originally defined this city and it was obviously and completely still aware of this fact.  

We reached the Skyway and walked out into the open-air loftiness of the rooftop and its impressive view.  In a comical and remarkably child-like fantasy way, I was intensely amazed by the enormous metal truss supported red neon sign that majestically extended from the hotel roof and read “The Peabody”.  It made me think of newsboys yelling headlines and Big Bands and super heroes.

What amazed me most, however, had nothing to do with the towering sign or the diluted river or the surrounding stone and steel edifices that reflected the evolved human skills that had directed their architectural manifestations.  What amazed me the most was the intoxicating aroma of slow smoked Bar-B-Q that filled the cooling air.  Eddie and I were both extremely hungry by that time so we decided we would experience for ourselves the fall-off-the-bone taste of meaty Memphis.

In a display of social bravery, Eddie approached a young pretty female he had been watching as she took thought-out photos of the cityscape from the rooftop edge.  Her name was Chloe Tomorrow and she did not seem at all intimidated by the encounter.  She was graceful in her mannerisms and wore a white slim thin tank top and a predominantly pink paisley patterned skirt that ended just above her strapped sandals.  A bright yellow flower adorned her pinned-up brunette hair.  She had a soft sweet voice and I could tell that Eddie was fascinated with her presence.  

Eddie introduced himself and then me and explained that we were on a road trip from out of town and asked if she would happen to know where that sensational smell was coming from.  She said she knew the exact location and that she was actually about to head in that direction and would be happy to walk us over there if we would like.  Eddie said absolutely and invited her to join us for dinner.  She smiled and said she had the available time and it would be her pleasure.  So off we went in anxious pursuit of our evening meal with our newfound companion.

We made our way back down the duck limo elevator and across the street to Charles Vergo’s Rendezvous Charcoal Ribs whose sign said that it had been in that downtown alley since 1948.  The restaurant was located in the lower basement area of the building and was comprised of several adjoining rooms filled with red and white checker clothed tables and happy smile tourists content with their underground find.  The walls and ceilings were crammed with peculiarly warm memorabilia of stoplights and muzzleloaders and horse-drawn snow buggies and paintings depicting various aspects of African American history in the South.  Older gentleman of color waited and bussed the tables and gave the feeling that they had been doing these tasks at this or similar establishments for their entire lives, remarkably efficient and confident in their actions.

Chloe explained that the Rendezvous, as most Memphis Bar-B-Q eateries, was known for their dry rub style of cooking their meats, a process where the meat is heavily rubbed with dry seasonings and slowly smoked without sauce.  The sauce, generally tomato and vinegar based, is then served on the side.  We all ordered pork ribs and baked beans and slaw and rolls and settled back to conversation.  

Chloe was born and raised in Memphis and had never lived in any other city.  Her mother and father were both responsible and hardworking individuals who had encouraged Chloe and her younger sister to live in a Christian manner.  It was at the age of sixteen that Chloe learned that she had been adopted.  This had been the worst day of her life.  From that point forward she had trust issues with her parents, everything that they had ever told her at once seemed a lie.  She spoke of how lying to children about such matters is never the best option, that parents should always be honest with their kids regardless of the situation.  

She learned that her mother had been very young and very poor when she had become pregnant after being raped by her uncle.  Instead of having an abortion to rid herself of the unrequested seed, her mother decided to give birth to Chloe and provide her to a good adopted family.  Chloe had never met her real mother. 

This discovery had led Chloe to an extremely passionate desire to help young mothers who had given birth or were struggling with the decision of giving birth to babies conceived out of incest and rape.  She was pursuing her degree in Social Work from the University of Memphis and had been doing extensive volunteer work with various local not-for-profit organizations focused on distressed females.

My heart ached for Chloe.  Not as much related to how she had found out so late in life about her adoption, but more in response to her compassion.  Compassion always made my heart ache.  Maybe it was because I wished I were more compassionate, I don’t know.  But I remember having had the same ache in my heart when I met Jenna.

Jenna and I had met in college where she was pursuing her BFA in Studio Art with a concentration in photography.  She was a simple girl with a beautiful and idealistic outlook on life, almost to the disadvantage of being naïve.  Her dream since childhood had been to travel to struggling parts of the world as a photojournalist.  She wanted to illustrate the disadvantaged in hopes that her impressions would elicit the same compassion in others that she herself maintained.  But family was extremely important to Jenna and her love of and dependence on it never allowed her the freedom to go.

Jenna’s father was a bookkeeper by trade and her mother had stayed home to take care of her and her five older siblings.  There were always grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins around, and she loved it.  Jenna wanted a big family of her own.  She had begun work at the daycare to help address her immense desire to be surrounded by children.  I was not ready for kids and honestly wasn’t sure if I ever would be.  But even more deeply, I had also held the feeling that maybe it was a bit selfish to bear several children when there are so many in the world who are in need of loving parents and homes.  It was the same essential feeling that had taken me to the animal shelter to adopt our dog instead of the puppy mill pet store to buy one.  Jenna never shared this view.  This became a significant issue in our more frequent discussions related to our future plans together and I suppose had contributed to her need to leave.

We had committed to staying friends after she left, her saying it was not an option to do otherwise, but we had steadily grown further and further apart since our separation.  I had tried to maintain the quickly deteriorating friendship as best I could, but she had already started seeing someone else and quickly lost interest the way girls do.

But alas, that had all been and ran its course and I made the conscious effort to return focus to the present and dispense of that empty void feeling in the hollow of my stomach.  The food came quickly and I savored my order of ribs (that actually did fall right off the bone) and southern sides and a cold glass of Ghost River Brewing Golden Ale.  A blissful comfort set in as Aretha Franklin pulled into Nazareth and James Brown brilliantly declared it a man’s man’s man’s world from the Legend Sybersonic Jukebox that stood next to our red and white checker clothed table.  

The couple sitting adjacent to us was cutely attractive with broad smiles and bright eyes and was obviously in love as they whispered of shared dreams and continuously held hands throughout their entire dinner.  They laughed and blushed and shared wine and fed each other bites as young lovers in movies.

***

Chloe Tomorrow had plans to attend a house venue dance punk show that night and said we were more than welcome to join along if we were interested.  She also offered to escort us around the hipness of midtown and share in beer times until it started.  Eddie and I both loved indie house shows and were excited about the idea of checking it out.  The guided tour and local libations were great bonuses.

Chloe drove and showed us the trendy bars and eateries and shops that were beginning to define the more progressive midtown.  Our first stop was the Young Avenue Deli where we sat on the quaint cool patio and talked of hostel trips abroad and the ancient art of karaoke.  I immensely enjoyed a pint of Lazy Magnolia Southern Pecan, apparently the first beer brewed from the notoriously bitter pecan.  

In addition to being a full food deli and bar, Young Avenue was also a music venue that had a spacious stage and regularly hosted local and national touring acts.  I was always drawn to visiting and supporting such venues as I myself had owned a similar establishment prior to difficult life decisions had led me to sell the club and move to Nashville for college.  It was a small space in a small town with a small college, but The Setlist had been huge, if only in my eyes.  I had booked bands from all over the country and from around the world to come play in that tiny smoke room, always extending an invitation for them to shower and crash at my postered high-ceiling apartment after the show.  There was an intrinsic value there, a sense of purpose and fulfillment that I had never experienced before and had yet to experience since.  It was not about money or any form of recognition or title, it was simply about providing an exposure point for creativity, an open place for the expression and inspiration and experience of new thought and sound.  The evolution and progression of creative art relies on places like The Setlist and Young Avenue Deli and I had felt honored to provide that support.

Eddie and Chloe were having a discussion of Vienna, Austria, a city they had both visited that year, Chloe with a study abroad social project and Eddie on his trip.  Eddie shared about how he had been extremely fortunate to have had the opportunity to stay in the Hundertwasserhaus for the duration of his three-day stay.  The House was an apartment building built in the 1980’s that had been designed by the surrealist artist Friedrich Hundertwasser.  Hundertwasser had not taken payment for his design as he said that it had been worth the work to “prevent something ugly from going up in its place.”  Eddie said that the entire building undulated, from the hallway floors to the walls to the grounds outside.  Hundertwasser had said that, “an uneven floor is a melody to the feet” and that straight lines were “the devil’s tools.”  The building had been painted in a variety of blocked bright bold colors and had over 250 trees and bushes growing from the building to support the designer’s vision of a harmony between nature and man.  He had said that, “If man walks in nature’s midst, then he is nature’s guest and must learn to behave as a well-brought-up guest.”  But Eddie’s favorite view that had been expressed by the eccentric artist was related to his concept of the Window Right.

“A person in a rented apartment must be able to lean out of his window and scrape off the masonry within arm’s reach.  And he must be allowed to take a long brush and paint everything outside with arm’s reach.  So that it will be visible from afar to everyone in the street that someone lives there who is different from the imprisoned, enslaved, standardized man who lives next door.”

“How amazingly cool is that?” Eddie said excitedly after reading the quote from his phone.  “They still have that right detailed on the lease the tenants sign.  Just incredible!”

The cool thing about Eddie’s stories is that they were never spoken in pride.  Eddie never did anything with a sense of self-importance; he was simply amazed with his experience of life and wanted to share.  Eddie considered jealousy to be inspirations evil twin.  He had a motto that he had transcribed in big bold letters on the front of the green wire-bound notebook that he carried in his pack:

“Share not to elicit jealousy, but rather to inspire.”  

As they spoke of their experiences I perused the vinyl mural of band stickers that adorned the large format glass windows of the front of the venue and noticed that several artists had left their adhesive mark on the Deli that had also performed at The Setlist those years ago.  The Effects and Race For Titles and Ces Cru and so on.  There were mixed feelings of pride and sadness there as I desperately missed those days.

Chloe noticed that I had been distant silent and politely offered to include me in by asking how I was doing and what I had thought of the trip so far.  I quickly came to attention and told her I was very content and shared about our short ride to Memphis and about Roger Evans and his distorted life and how we are all lonely.

***


After we finished our pint beers and traveled conversations we took a gentle walk along the tree-covered evening sidewalk to a small community thrift store that was still open late.  Eddie said he always enjoyed visiting thrift stores in new cities as he liked to collect t-shirts that were representative of the area, generally related to youth sports teams or local schools.  He did not like the idea of running into another person wearing the same thing he was wearing and he figured this to be a pretty good strategy to avoid that from happening, much more effective than shopping at retail stores or the mall.  Plus it was less expensive, a form of recycling, and he found that it could be a great conversation piece when you meet someone that can relate to the shirt.  People can often be very passionate about where they are from.


I considered myself from Ocala, Florida where I had spent my entire cap gun childhood, minus a couple of toddle years in Tennessee that I have no memory of.  Ocala is known for horses, Thoroughbreds, and my first job was forking shit stalls in my uncle’s racehorse stables for $4 an hour.  My father built and fixed farm fences while my mother baked things.  I would not say that I am even close to passionate about my hometown, but I would definitely strike up a hearty conversation with anyone that I encountered wearing some type of “Ocala, Florida” t-shirt.  Except for in Ocala of course, but I rarely go back these days.


Eddie had moved often during the majority of his non-military family life and had never considered himself to have the comfort of a home town or to really be from anywhere.  When asked, he used to say that he didn’t know where he was from, only where he was born (Independence, KS), the many places he had lived, where he lived then and where he was at that moment.  This tended to frustrate most people who thought that everyone had to be from somewhere.  Eddie could never understand this frustration.  He eventually gave up on the bulky explanation and alienation and started to say instead that he was from Los Angeles.  He said that all Americans in one way or another are from Los Angeles.  He had never even been to the city.

***


“Isn’t it funny how thrift stores all smell the same?”

Eddie asked this as he shuffled through orphaned small and medium male t-shirts while Chloe and I scanned cluttered dust bookshelves searching for hidden literary treasures.  The novels were old and sad but nothing struck me as remotely recognizable or interesting.  It’s amazing how many books have been written, and forgotten, only to exist as propped up bones in musty graveyard second (or third or fourth…) -hand stores.  Perhaps you found this book in such a place.  If so, thank you for giving it new life!


Eddie was not able to find any shirts that struck his fancy either, but he did make a discovery that had turned him into an excited Christmas child.  It was an original 1975 board game that was in near perfect condition, complete with all its factory fabricated pieces.  Actually, it wasn’t really a “game” as it was called “The Ungame”.  As explained on the space fill cardboard inside:


“The UNGAME was designed for YOU to experience the fun of learning how to communicate more effectively.  As you share thoughts, ideas and feelings, you will develop a deeper understanding of others and of yourself.”


The game that wasn’t a game included 200 business-size cards with printed questions that would encourage players to “Tell it like it is!!”  Everyone had a plastic token and rolled the dice and went around the square board, but there was no competition, you simply went around and around answering either the “Light-Hearted” or “Deep Understanding” questions.  Certain spaces took you to places like “Friendly Farm” and “Favor Factory” and “Fearful Forest.”  Eddie thought it would be good fun to ask each other the inquisitive questions as we continued along our road trip.  It had a star badge recommendation from Dr. James Dobson on the cover of the retro box.  It cost a dollar.


Eddie made his proud purchase from the gentle man working the register who seemed old and tired and well used, much like the items in his store.  We left the frugal shop into the sweet night and made our way to The Dairy House for the rock and/or roll show.  The venue was a historic small residential house located cattycorner from what appeared to be a very active Turner Dairy Foods packing facility.  A good size brain fuzzed crowd circled and buzzed in the privacy backyard as wired blasts of sound echoed from inside.  It was a young art scene filled with hipster fashion accessories and neo-hippy scruffiness.


Chloe briefly introduced Eddie and I to several of her cordial college acquaintances who she had not hung out with in some time.  We also met a rough looking gutter punk couple with ripped jackets and pinned patches and greasy spike colored hair who had been making their way across the great country from the revolution of Portland down to the warm damp mysteries of New Orleans.  It’s curious how that city beckons, a dark echo that vibrates across the land, seducing the masses to its web of hollow gloom.  Everyone seems to be heading for New Orleans.

Our guide then led us from the back yard and through the screen back porch into the swelter of the compact performance space.  And there it was, crammed snug into someone’s ordinary fireplace living room, the pure energy and unbridled passion that I had not experienced and yet so desperately craved since The Setlist.   Sweaty soaked kids shook and writhed like feather paint spirit healers as the band kicked through blistering tunes of electric joy.  It was impossible not to move along with the undulating crowd as the planked wooden floor bounced deeply under the immense pressure.  

I had missed it, the feeling, that euphoric sense of heart and soul and realness that I had not been able to find in the stuffy stale off-Broadway Nashville scene.  We danced and rejoiced and then smiled broadly as we left into the milky moon cloud night, inspired and excited for life and the journey ahead.

4

“We cannot appreciate a beautiful sleep until we awake.”

So said Eddie upon waking the next morning.  We of course had not made it to Little Rock.  Sweet Chloe Tomorrow still lived with her parental pseudo parents and had not been able to provide a floor to crash as she wished she could.  Neither Eddie nor I had expressed a need for accommodations; her thoughtfulness and desire to help were obviously sincere and appreciated.  She drove us back downtown to our retro-beige car where we shared extended warm good-byes and hopes for future success.  I wished her “good luck” with her school studies and social goals and instantly regretted the statement.  There is no luck associated with those efforts, simply hard work and perseverance.  Action.  I wished there was a quick and understood verbal expression in our culture to share that idea.  “Good results!” perhaps.

Eddie and I agreed that we would continue our way westward along the Purple Heart Highway until we came to the next free-room rest stop.  Eddie was amazingly liberal in sharing his money with those in need, yet had agreed with Kerouac when he wrote of it being better to sleep in an uncomfortable free bed than a comfortable bed you have to pay for.  Something like that.  I can’t say that I had fully agreed.

We had not made it far before realizing we had both worked up impressive appetites from the punk rock dance-a-thon. Physical excursion had always made me especially hungry.  Eddie promptly exited the dark highway towards a 24-hour bright yellow-brown Waffle House in West Memphis, just past the bold (and still smirky) river line demarking the Arkansas border that welcomed us into “The Natural State”.  

We entered the florescent café and pulled ourselves up to the counter-top bar where we gave our detailed orders to an overnight waitress who was pleasantly polite and profoundly pregnant.  Eddie sat one empty spin seat away from a young trucker he learned to be from Athens, Georgia.  He was wearing a mountain beard and a two-tone mesh hat and a well-worn western long-sleeve and was writing in his equally worn notebook as he ate his all-the-way hashbrowns.  Eddie could not resist striking up a conversation with the fellow.

Mathew Valentine, that was his birth given name, was twenty-five years old and had been the highly visible lead singer and guitarist for a fairly prominent indie rock band in music-rich Athens.  They had been signed to a fairly prominent indie rock label and had done several fairly successful indie rock tours in fairly notable indie rock clubs around the world.  Brutal pride had manifested and feelings had been hurt and the group had disbanded to pursue their own endeavors the way bands do.  

Mathew decided to take a break from the rock-n-roll soul drama machine.  He obtained his CDL, called an 800 number, quit his job at the record shop, packed a worn plaid suitcase he had received from his Grandmother as a child, and hit the road.  

Simple as that.

He had only spent six months in the rig and had not considered it a permanent career move, but Mathew said it was the most creative inducing decision he had ever made.  He had written more in those six months than he had written in the previous six years.

He was currently working on a concept album of sorts, he was writing a collection of songs from the perspective of a naturally born artist and musician who was born into a fascist country whose government had restricted all forms of artistic expression.  The album was to illustrate the importance of creative liberties and the evils of repressive powers, “of all kinds”.

“I of course see myself in the young man.  Music is the seed of his soul, not simply a choice.  It’s the manifestation of his being, his heart’s true voice.”

He quickly jotted the thought in his worn-out notebook.

Eddie was intensely interested in the concept and the two shared their views on music and art and also quite lengthily about social controls.  Eddie was a proponent of an extremely limited form of government established to protect individual rights and the safety and freedom of its citizens.  He believed that the role of government should be to thwart abusive power without becoming a power in itself.  

“All power by definition creates subjugation, the antithesis of freedom.  There is no beauty in subjugation.”

Mathew agreed and said that he despised politics in general.

“There is no point in considering politics when politics are considered pointless.”

Eddie loved Mathew’s quote and wrote it down along with his own that he had just shared.  Every time Eddie would share a thought that he liked he would write it down twice in his all caps unsteady scratch on random pieces of found paper.  One of the scrap paper notes was for him to keep so he could remember the exact thought for the future.  The second of the scrap paper notes was to share.  This he would leave in random places for unsuspecting individuals to find.

“When beauty becomes habit, love is lost,” was left on a bathroom counter at the Peabody Hotel in Memphis.

“Boredom is simply the lack of awareness,” was placed in the drop box of a chip candy vending machine at a roadside rest stop in western Tennessee.

“Sex is the dance between form and function”, was placed under a refrigerator magnet in the kitchen at the Dairy House in Memphis.

These were just a few of the many shared scrap note texts that he left on our journey. Eddie seemed a natural free flow of these lines of thought and he loved the idea of sharing them with complete strangers.  He wondered if any of the found notes might have been valued and even shared with another complete stranger, and on and on.  He hoped one day to find a note that someone else had thoughtfully written and felt the desire to share with a complete stranger.

I enjoyed my tasty meal of salt-and-peppered pork chops, over easy-easy eggs, scattered and crispy hashbrowns and lightly toasted toast.  And coffee, lots of coffee.  With Eddie and Mathew enthralled in their conversation of passions, I found myself passing listening time by drinking copious amounts of Good Morning America which, in soon retrospect, proved to be a horrendous idea.

We finished our meals and beverages and conversations and wished Mathew Valentine good results and made our way back onto the sleep-quiet interstate.  We continued five short miles until we came to the Arkansas Welcome Center rest stop where we parked in front of a sign that acknowledged the Blue Star Memorial Highway that we had been traveling on.  “A tribute to the armed forces that have defended the United States of America,” said the monumental sign which had been sponsored by the Hoe N’ Gro Garden Club of West Memphis.   This sparked Eddie to resume his thought that the government’s sole purpose should be to protect its citizens and that defending the freedom of the United States should include nothing of military offensives in other countries, the actual places where almost all armed force lives have been lost.  How had we become so naïve and clumsy as to toss together the concepts of defense, defending the freedom of our country, and offense, spreading our brand of freedom, as if they were of the same nature?  I could provide no real answer.  Eddie said it was classic propaganda and then went on a short ramble about George W. Bush and Hitler and Shepard Fairey.

We retrieved our sleeping bags and pillows from the gigantic trunk and made our humble beds, Eddie’s in the front and mine in the back.  I changed the subject and brought up the topic of eggnog and questioned why there weren’t flavored nogs such as chocolate and strawberry and blueberry and the like.  Eddie actually found the topic quite interesting and we discussed an array of potentially tasty nogs as we visited the restroom and then took a short walk around the rest stop which had been nicely landscaped, undoubtedly by the Hoe N’ Gro Garden Club of West Memphis.

***

That first evening at the rest stop sleeping in sweet ol’ Aunt Lucy’s Lincoln Town Car turned out to be anything but sweet and included very little actual sleep for me.  The absurd amount of caffeine coursing through my jolted and sparking nervous system in itself made the actualization of sleep highly illusive.  The cooling fall air and having to relieve my bastard of a bladder every other hour and that stagnant death old-person car smell were definitely not helping the situation either.  A few sleeping pills still remained in the small pocket pill holder that I always carried on me, but I had resolved to eliminate my dependence on the little devils and thus dismissed that as a solution.  Eddie slept like a drunken rock, never even flinching when I opened and closed the creak brown car door, a skill he had acquired over the past several months of non-traditional accommodations in his travels.  

I kept dosing off into a suspended light half sleep.  The kind where your normal thoughts trail off into the abstract and surreal and you are aware that you are approaching sleep simply because you are having those wondrously phenomenal thoughts that your controlled mind does not have the creativity to formulate when fully awake.  Perhaps it is the thinning of the veil between perceived reality and true reality before we drift into the sweet bitterness of unconsciousness.   Or maybe it is drifting into the nothingness of pure consciousness.  Who knows.

Regardless, after much time I was finally able to fall into a short full sleep in which I dreamt.  In the dream, half-wolf, half-rabbit giants were attacking our whole car, pissing and humping the gas tank, pulling out drivers of neighboring trucks and eating their heads and humping their dead limp carcasses.  It was eerily odd how I could see the giants laughing deep belly laughs as they humped the already rotting corpses of the bloated old truck drivers.  It was almost as if their language was in itself simply an understood dialogue of controlled laughter.  Eddie was not in the front of the car though, it was Jenna and she was obviously pregnant and sleeping.  I began attempting to scream her name to try to wake her to warn her about what was happening, but no sound would come from my mouth.  I tried to reach over the seat to shake her awake, but no matter how hard I tried with both arms, I was unable to reach her.  I began to sob in amazing fear as a monster giant broke through the front window and into the front seat.

***

Eddie woke at precisely 8:00am as if in response to the hallowed golden morning bells of the obscure Gods who had ordained this strange expedition.  His movement woke me and I exited the car with a hazy mind and a lingering fear.  We brushed and groomed ourselves in the rusty restrooms, where someone had written on one of the mirrors in bold black marker:

“We are merely a reflection of where we have been.  Visit great places!”

 We grabbed a couple of diet sodas and Snicker bars from the vending machines and drove off into the low cloud morning. 

***

Eddie had started doing much better at sticking to the straight-away I-40 Eisenhower Interstate System, now bordered on both sides by soggy empty fields clearly defined in rigid blocks by woody tree lines and dotted with farm and mobile homes.  The turn-dial AM/FM radio had made its way to a Spanish language station that was struggling to clearly relay its classic Mexican compositions that brought to mind bright dresses and whisky and random whoops and gun shots.  I had always wanted to drink warm beer in a cantina and wink and flirt with senoritas who would want to make sweet warm love to a warm and friendly American such as myself.  This music made me remember that silly fantasy.  

Some day. 

As we passed a billboard that shouted “HELL IS ETERNAL”, Eddie said how odd it is that Christians believe that God is evident in the whole of our universe and yet they still feel the curious need to broadcast it on billboards that block the beauty of the very nature that is supposed to exhibit the self-evidence of His existence.  

“Maybe they should put up lower, smaller signs that say, “This Beauty Brought to You by God” for those travelers not paying attention to their surroundings.”

He also said that the concept of infinite punishment was clearly not a just punishment for finite sins.

Eddie was not an atheist.  He thought it absurd not to believe a God could possibly exist.  He was also not a fundamental follower of any formal religions.  He thought it absurd to “know” that a specific path was correct.  

“God is that which provides life.  God is that which brings peace.  God is that which elicits joy.  God is Beauty.  But beauty is subjective meaning that God is in each of us.  My faith is simply the belief in the reality of my perceptions.  Art is an homage to life and our perceptions of reality, a reverent gift to the world of God as Beauty.  Museums and galleries are my cathedrals, love is my worship, and artistic creation my reverent offering.  Art is my religion.”

“If a perfect and caring God has created me, he has created me with a questioning mind.  I can only embody his perfect creation by continuing to question.  I can’t place faith in a God that would provide unending punishment for being what he has created me to be.  There are infinite potential angled lines that can emanate from any given point.  I am a point.  You are a point.  We are all points.  To be expected to pick a specific line of truth for salvation without clear guidance seems a cruel and unwinnable lottery.  I have found hope and comfort in the transcendence of these lines.  God is in the angles.”

I honestly didn’t mind that the sign had blocked the dreary dead landscape.  There was something deeply depressing about miles and miles and miles of rigidly defined commercial farmland.  There didn’t seem to be much that was “Natural” about that part of Arkansas.  But in general I despised billboards, even though I read every one that we passed.

I asked Eddie if he considered himself spiritual.

“Well, I used to think that spirituality was some kind of metaphysical connectedness to the universe, a supernatural bond, and I felt that I had that.  I would venture out in nature and I would feel at one with all.    But when I stepped back and questioned what I actually knew, I realized that this feeling came from within.  I wasn’t conversing with trees or relating to rocks, I was connecting with myself.  I was simply present.  I wasn’t worrying about life and stress and regret.  I was immersed in the beauty of my surroundings.  I was at peace.  My mind was clear and open and in love with the moment.  To me, this is spirituality.”

He did however share with me the story of a childhood experience that had caused him much thought on the topic during a significant portion of his life.  

One distant evening in southern Oklahoma he had boarded the bus home as he did every day after school.  He was in first grade and it was the last day before Thanksgiving break and he was excited to get home as most kids his age would be.  That day the school had provided small brown paper bags filled with apples and oranges and nuts.  Every bag was stapled shut and the students were advised they were not allowed to open their bag until they arrived home.  Just as his bus was about to depart the circle school drive, Eddie’s stepmother came running out and stopped the bus.  She was a second grade teacher at the same school and needed to stay late to finish up some necessary work before the long weekend.  She took Eddie off of the bus and told him that something had made her feel that it was not safe for him to ride the bus and that he needed to stay there with her until she finished.  Eddie, being a young boy, thought this to be very annoying as it was causing him to miss his after-school playtime.

That evening his family received a phone call asking for their prayers.  One of the children on an elementary school bus had not followed directions and had opened his brown paper bag filled with an orange and an apple and nuts.  As the bus was descending a steep incline to cross a narrow river bridge, the orange rolled out of the bag and to the front of the bus where it lodged itself under the brake pedal.  Unable to engage the brakes, the bus driver lost control and the bus careened over the side of the narrow bridge landing in the rocky river bed below.  The bus had violently slammed and bent in half.  There were many critical injuries but fortunately no one had lost their life, as the two seats in the middle of the bus where it had severely bent were empty.  One of those seats was where Eddie had been sitting.

Eddie never truly knew how to process this occurrence as a child.  His family thought it to be a miracle of the Christian God and this had been proof that little Eddie was a special boy with a special future.  For a long time Eddie believed that he had a higher purpose in life and that he had been saved in order to do good and wonderful things in the world.  He had lived the majority of his life attempting to determine what exactly those “good” things were.  That awareness never came and as time passed Eddie chocked the occurrence up to simple coincidence and gave up on his search for his divinely appointed purpose.

I was intrigued by the story.  I had been raised as a child growing up in the dogma and drama of the Southern Baptist denomination, but had slowly moved away from the church and religion as I had matured and started making more of my own decisions.  It was easy for me to tell others, and myself, that I was spiritual and not religious, but I never honestly spent much time thinking about what that meant.  And isn’t that what most people say?  All I knew was that I suffered from deep seeded guilt and the feeling that I was supposed to believe in something.  You have to believe in something, right?  Childhood indoctrinations have a funny way of sticking with you.  And torturing you.

***

We were just west of Little Rock when we pulled off for lunch at a familiar décor Waffle House.  I loved eating at that restaurant and Eddie had been kind enough to oblige a return visit.  Actually, it wasn’t so much Waffle House that I loved as much as breakfast food in general.  I adored it all, eggs, bacon, hashbrowns, grits, toast, waffles, pancakes, biscuits, gravy…everything.  It was an issue.

It was here that I decided to play a mix of Waffle House tunes that I had seen featured so many times in their always-present jukeboxes.  The box was a pretty good deal too, six song plays for a dollar, so I picked them all from the “Waffle House Jukebox Favorites Volume 1” album.  The choice list included the classics “Special Lady at the Waffle House”, “Life is Like a Cup of Coffee”, “Waffle House Do Wop”, “I’m Cookin’ at the Waffle House”, “It’s Waffle House Time”, and “Why Would You Eat Your Grits Anywhere Else”.  If you ever get the desire to piss off the entire staff of a restaurant, simply visit a Waffle House and play six songs off of the “Waffle House Jukebox Favorites Volume 1” album.

We took our spin seats at the bar just as the previous night.  There is just something so grand about breakfast from a diner bar.  Next to Eddie sat a kind and elderly mulatto gentleman called Randolph Dupree.  He told Eddie that he had been born and raised in a small town in southern Mississippi.  His African American mother had birthed him at the early age of nineteen.  The young man she had been publicly seeing at the time was also African American and the music leader at their family church.  When Randolph was born obviously half white, it came to be known by the city elders that the young mother had been secretly seeing the city mayor who she truly loved.  In an effort to avoid public embarrassment and direst, a corrupt police officer from a neighboring town was hired to kill his mother to ensure her silence.  She was found murdered in her bed next to Randolph only three days after his birth, stabbed in the heart.  Three days later, his father, the city mayor, was found hanging from the rafters in the living room of his stately home.  It was never determined if his death was suicide or murder.  

Randolph only knew short stories about his mother that had been handed down from his nurturing aunts who had raised him.  He had gone on to do well in life, opening a hardware story in the town that had murdered his mother. He had been happily married for 58 years when his wife Bell passed away after succumbing to the horrors of cancer.  They had 6 children, 11 grandchildren and 2 great grandchildren.  It’s amazing the stories people will share if you just give them the chance. 

I finished the entirety of my All-Star Special breakfast of lightly scrambled eggs and grits and limp bacon and light white toast and a butter-syrup waffle.  I seemed to be making up for lost time with my voracious eating since having experienced a significant loss of appetite over the preceding few months.  I had lost twenty pounds and four pants sizes since Jenna’s leaving.  I was glad to be enjoying food again.  

It was with his tip that Eddie left the following note:

“Relationships without beauty are an empty convenience.”

We paid our bills and apologized for the song choices and headed out and across the street to fuel up at the Shell station where it was my turn to pay.  Actually, it wasn’t really my “turn”.  Eddie of course knew of my work and financial situation and didn’t like the idea of me paying.  But I wanted to be on the trip and I wanted to cover what I thought to be my share.  I knew I would do the best that I could and my life and world would continue on regardless of how much money I had.  The world is funny that way, it just keeps going.

It was at the gas station that we met our second “Child of the Road”.  He was sitting against his road stained backpack on the wide concrete sidewalk in front of the convenience store under the “Cruisin’ Fried Chicken” sign when Eddie offered him a ride.  His name was Randolph Salmon and he had recently finished up a summer/fall stint with a traveling carnival that was owned and operated by a pudgy family of Romanian gypsies.  Randy was thirty-six and had been working various carnivals since he was sixteen.  He had never been married or fathered any children.  He was heading back to his poor grandmother who was waiting in Des Moines where he planned on spending the winter working on his motorbike and getting stoned on whatever “shit” he could find.  He looked like the poster carnie with several important teeth missing, receding oil hair and leathered skin, dried and wrinkled by hard summers of hard sun, harder liquor and even harder drugs.  He ran a prize booth where you pop balloons to win cheap prizes.  He smelled like stale cigarettes and alcoholic death, much like dear Aunt Lucy’s car.  I don’t think he had much to share as far as ideas, but as we continued west he talked of the many tricks that midways use to extrapolate money from their gullible patrons.  How they greased the ring-toss bottles and bent the basketball hoops and rigged the bucket ball games and so on.  How they would rob people of their money and then have them offer a handshake in appreciation.  He showed brutal pride in his gaping empty smile hole.

Eddie shared about his two small town summers traveling to dusty county fairs around eastern America where he would setup video games as an entertainment attraction.  He didn’t sell anything or attempt to extrapolate money from the gullible patrons; the fairs paid to have the video games provided as free entertainment to their deep fried consumers.  Since it was open free play, Eddie had a lot of time to read and think and watch all of the small town summer happenings and he truly valued that time of his life.  He shared a found poem that he had remembered writing using words from illuminated concession stand toppers at a small fair in Kankakee, Illinois:

A brother’s rich land cut thick on fresh foot

A sour hand shake in famous cold water

A candy elephant pulled its ears and made a sweet home

A hot fruit stick in a cotton world


Randy thought it was pretty good.

Eddie told Randy a bit about what had happened in his recent past and that we were heading to Las Vegas to save a soul.  He told Randy about his slow train ride from Prague to Vienna and of the aphorisms that he had written down on the small green underground tickets.  He shared an example with Randy who asked what an aphorism was:

“Love is the awareness of beauty.”

Eddie believed that the emotion of love is entirely dependent on and a natural response to the perception of beauty.  Just as fear is the awareness of perceived danger, love is the awareness of perceived beauty.  In order to truly love anyone or anything, a person must be aware of the beauty that is inspired by the entity.  The depth of love experienced is directly proportionate to the depth of perceived beauty and to be “in love” is simply to be overwhelmed by beauty.

So he said.

I am fairly certain that Randy did not completely understand what Eddie had shared with him, but he blankly nodded along and implied that he did.  He told a story himself about a hot bitch he had met in glory hole Toledo.  Her name was Fantasia.  She was a cabaret dancer who had tattoos and scars and liked him so much that she gave him a free hands-free top-free lap dance.  He fell in love.  In his alcohol induced haze he realized he had never been in love before.  He never saw Fantasia again after that lovely evening, but he knew beyond a doubt that she had fallen in love with him and that they would have spent the rest of their blissful years together if he had not had to ride out that next morning for a fair in Michigan.  He showed brutal pride in his gaping empty smile hole.

The conversation soon went dry and I found myself dozing off to the warmth of a slow Mexican ballad.  I could not understand what the song was truly about, but in my half-sleep hallucinations I imagined a toothless, sun-dried gunslinger in a showdown with Satan who had descended amidst a thundering cloud of dust and flame to steal the souls of the inhabitants of a small desert gambling town.  The slinger shot fast and valiant but was no match for the steady and sure Devil who provided a bloody victory as I drifted into a deep and peaceful sleep.
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“Seek not the defined but rather the unique.”


I awoke as Eddie was ramping off to deliver Randy to the Phillips 66 an exit east of Interstate 540 that traveled north towards his poor grandmother’s house.  Randy said nothing as he opened the rear creak door and exited the vehicle with his road stained backpack.  The silence was a bit harsh, but we both chuckled and shrugged it off as curiously bizarre.  Eddie had been driving the entire trip to that point so I offered to take over for a while.  We traded places there at the petrol station after a quick snack purchase and restroom break where Eddie left his scribbled quote atop the paper towel dispenser.  I told Eddie that I wished Americans used the term petrol instead of gas; it seemed so much more refined and less deadly.  That was our lost stop at a gas station.

The scenery had been much more uplifting since we had passed through Little Rock.  The green tree hills had been a refreshing transition from the shallow dull farmlands that had been a drag to my weary emotions.  I realized that I shouldn’t have been blaming the farmlands though; it wasn’t really their fault.  They had provided food and nourishment and helped sustain the nation’s rapid growth.  I was very glad to have been fed and appreciated the convenience that American farmlands had offered.  It’s all in perception I supposed, the difference between viewing them as the life of expanding human civilization or the death of the natural world.  It was the evolution of the universe and I was in no position to judge it, but I could appreciate the bold lush imagery that was now being presented by the rolling empires of fresh air trees.

Eddie sharing the found poem he had transcribed at the overweight county fair had sparked his imagination and he was now challenging the both of us to the creation of spontaneous poetry.  At the time I had never considered myself creative in virtually any manner.  I had always struggled with any form of composition and my attempts at static works of art had been embarrassments at best.  But I always craved the satisfaction of creation, the pride of the perception of quality in my own work.  Unfortunately that had never transpired.  Eddie said that perhaps I had been trying too hard, that a person’s best work often comes naturally with very little effort.  He said that exercises such as free writing and spontaneous poetry could help me in becoming more in tune with my unique creativity.  I called him a damn hippie.

“Black cats and marigolds

Climb and slither as they flow

Hick-ups come and hick-ups go

But sour souls will never slow”


That was Eddie’s first instant creation.  I actually enjoyed the little poem and asked him what it meant.  He said he wasn’t sure it meant anything.  But that was part of the beauty of spontaneous creations, he said, the exploration of our subconscious.  There could be an entire personal philosophical structure there just waiting to be discovered.  Or they could just be crazy little words.  “In this case, probably just crazy little words,” he said with a smile.

“A wounded duck has no luck,

An imaginary truck can’t get stuck.”

That was my first instant creation.  Eddie laughed and said it was wonderful and started a list of possible philosophical concepts that could have been hidden in those silly words.  I think he was probably just trying to support and encourage my creativity, but it was a nice gesture and I do think he enjoyed the humorous speculations.  He kept laughing and laughing and I in turn laughed and laughed as we continued to conceive our whimsical creations and philosophical relations.  You would have laughed too if you had heard Eddie’s laugh.  His laugh was funny like that.

***

It had not been far after dropping off Randy that we had crossed over into Oklahoma and were encouraged to “Discover the Excellence.”  A roadside billboard also informed us that, “The shopping cart was invented in our state.”  I did not know much about Oklahoma other than vague Native American and early Sooner settler stories and that the Flaming Lips were from there.  Eddie had lived in a very rural area of the southeastern part of the state as a very young child.  He had not been back since.  

It was near the Muskogee Turnpike exit that Eddie remembered about the Ungame he had discovered at the thrift store in Memphis and pulled it from underneath the front seat where he had stored it.  He opened the box and read out loud the only two rules that would really have applied to us playing there in the car without the supplied board and tokens.

“6.  If you land on a TELL IT LIKE IT IS space, draw a card.  Read it aloud and then “tell it like it is.”  Answer honestly in 2 or 3 sentences.  Explain your reason only if you wish.  Keep answers brief and to the point.  No other person can talk or make comments during your turn.”

“7.  There should be NO TALKING nor COMMENTING unless it is your turn.  LISTEN to each other and try to ACCEPT and UNDERSTAND the feelings shared by others.”

He removed the stack of beige aged cards labeled “Deep Understanding” and fanned the pack and extended them for me to pick one for him to answer.  The first was blank so I chose another.

“What bit of advice would you give a young man about to get married?”

“Well I would simply say that they should only go through with getting married if they are truly overwhelmed by the overall beauty they perceive in their future spouse and they are fairly confident that the perception is reciprocated.  Any marriage that is not rooted in the shared perceptions of beauty is doomed to failure or misery.”

I asked him if he thought he would ever get married again.  


“I hope not.”


Then he laughed and said he really had no idea, but he did hope that he would eventually meet someone that would make him consider changing his mind again.  I told him I hoped he would too.  And I really did hope that for Eddie.  And I hoped the same for myself, but I did not share that.  I asked what he thought his ideal relationship might look like.


“I think that my ideal relationship would not be driven by definitions and expectations, but rather the simple awareness, respect and appreciation of beauty.  And really awesome sex of course,” he chuckled.  “But just understanding that love is the awareness of beauty has helped me so much.  Now I am simply looking for a beautiful person to share my life with.  And I of course don’t mean just physical beauty, but someone whose personality I cherish and whose values I share.  What we find to be beautiful is always in direct correlation to our own values.  I no longer expend my time and energy on pursuing relationships with people that I don’t find beautiful.  I move from one beautiful situation to another until that time where I will find the ideal where I am overwhelmed by beauty.  Where I am in love.  And then I suppose that is where I will stop.”



And I thought that to be a very sound ideal and a logical and fairly safe way to proceed in love.  

He said it was my turn so he picked a random card from the same stack.

“If you wrote a book today what would the title be?”

I had never attempted to write a book or ever sincerely considered pursuing such a project.   At the time I had no idea what I would even want to write about.  In my time at University, though, I had come up with a brainstorm activity to spark ideas for creative names, a type of spontaneous creation itself.  I told Eddie to tell me the first word that came to his mind after I said the first word that came to my mind.  My word was “Please”.  Perhaps it was the “Please Don’t Litter” sign we had just passed that inspired the word.  Everything is inspired by something.  Eddie’s immediate response was “Dance”.  The title of my book for that day was “Please Dance”.  Eddie said it could be a self-help type book that would encourage people to loosen the hell up and enjoy life.  I thought it was a great name.

He extended the stack of cards for me to pick again.

“Make a statement about beauty.”

Eddie laughed at the card’s suggestion.  

“Wow, in 2 or 3 sentences?  Let’s see, well there are no absolutes in beauty, beauty is a subjective mental form derived from the senses in which what we perceive correlates with, clarifies and/or provides balance to our values and sense of being.  The subjective nature of beauty implies that the awareness of beauty is the awareness of self; we see a reflection of who we perceive ourselves to be in that which we find beautiful.  As I’ve said before, I really believe the evolved perception of beauty to be the essence of humanity.”

Obviously he had put a lot of thought into the subject and could have undoubtedly rambled on for hours about that one word alone, but he did really well in sticking with the Ungame’s suggested structure.  I could tell after an extended pause and his empty horizon stare that he had more he would have liked to share, but his focus was regained and he drew another card for me.

“What do you like to daydream about?”

I had never considered myself great at many things in life, but I had always excelled in the art of daydreaming.  It was probably an issue.

“Generally it’s about the next crazy project I could work on.  Starting a performance art wrestling league with outlandish characters and hyper creative storylines.  Or organizing the world’s shortest parade that would go for one city block and end in a massive celebration of music and food and drinks.  Or opening an eccentric dessert bar called “Novellas” whose walls would be filled with books of short stories that people could read while enjoying their dessert and drinks.  Oh crap, I think that was four sentences.”

Eddie actually loved the ideas and thus began a discussion of super human and woodland creature and power animal wrestlers and the logistics of a one-block parade.  The solid mass trees that had once stood poised in reverent attention to our noble venture slowly thinned to sparse prairies as we blurred onward towards our vague objective.  A white Ryder truck shared a message fingered in thick dust on the rear slide door, “Smile Enjoy Life” along with three smiley faces.  Eddie and I both smiled.  

***

It was just outside Checotah, OK (home of 2005 American Idol Winner Carrie Underwood) that we met our next journey companion.  He was walking along the side of the Interstate which we were informed was legal in the state of Oklahoma, although I have not verified that to be so.  Eddie had seen him as we approached and suggested that I pull over to the shoulder to pick him up.  It had taken me a while to slow down enough to pull over so the hitcher jogged a ways with his bulky pack to catch up.  

The gentleman’s name was Earl Banks and he looked hard-aged for his forty-one years.  He had a soft meek voice and wore a white scruffy beard on his white shrunken face.  His clothes were heavy dirty denim and he smelled like a cheap motel.  He was heading to Yuma, AZ to meet up with his wife of twenty-three years who had driven to there from their hometown of Nebraska City, NE.

Earl and his wife Regina, his high school sweetheart, had both worked at the same gas meter production plant in Nebraska City for thirteen years before being laid off due to the down economy and the decrease in home production around the world.  The plant had gone from 785 to 65 employees and had wreaked havoc on their town, victims of a collapsed economy.  Both Earl and Regina looked for permanent full-time work but could only find small odd jobs cutting wood and unloading surplus army goods from semi-trucks while they lived meagerly off of their unemployment.  The unemployment soon ran out along with their life savings and they began to sell their furniture and valuables and what they could to pay their mortgage and utilities.  It wasn’t long before the foreclosure notice came and Earl and Regina were broke and homeless.  

They packed what was left of what had been their home into the bed of their old Ford pickup truck and Regina tearfully left to live with her destitute parents in Arizona who at least still had a place to live.  Earl stayed behind to hitch around the Middlewest looking for harvesting jobs.  All hopes and dreams of stability and security and the promised American life of opportunity had vanished.

Simple as that.

It had been three months since Regina had left for Arizona and Earl had experienced limited fortune in finding harvesting work, mainly because he was not licensed to drive a tractor.  What he had been able to make from the work he found had been sent to his wife and her parents in Arizona, but it had been very little.  He said he should have just gone with her when she left for Yuma, but he had thought there would be plenty of job opportunities for him with the harvesting season.  He had been wrong.

The hitchhiking and sleeping under the stars had taken its toll on Earl.  He had found it very difficult to find rides and said it had been much easier in the 80’s when he had hitched across the country in his Army uniform.  He had spent four years in the Army as a trained infantryman and had been stationed in Germany for eighteen of those months.  He said that if he had the money and ability, he would get a VISA and immediately move back to Germany with his wife.    

He said that most Salvation Armies wouldn’t even help a person unless they had proof of residency in their city or county.  He had no proof of residency anywhere.  Only one of the seven that he had approached during his weary travels had provided any type of assistance.  He said that America wasn’t what it used to be.

“It was the not so distant past when we had villages and communities where everyone knew everyone.  And if you met a stranger in your town or walking your path, you said hello and offered them help if they needed it.  But the communities are dying and the paths are crowded and nobody knows anyone anymore.  Humanity as a whole is the stranger, the individual stranger died.  And when he died, we became a stranger to ourselves.  And that’s when we died.”  

Earl wasn’t sure what he was to do once he reached Yuma.  Regina had only found part time work and there didn’t seem to be much promise for Earl.  But they had to push on, fight the good fight.  That was what life was all about he supposed.

Eddie and I were both disheartened by Earl’s gloom tale, a story undoubtedly repeated and well-told throughout the country.  Neither of us really knew what to say.  What do you say to someone who has lost most everything except the feeble will to survive?  

Eddie shared about his time in Germany, of drinking Apfelwein along the Main in Frankfurt and ascending the picturesque Philosopher’s Walk to view the old town and castle of Heidelberg.  Earl seemed to enjoy sharing of his time in Germany, which made us all feel a bit better.  As was his custom, Eddie shared of his train ride from Prague to Vienna, about the ideas he had pondered and the statements he had written.  He told Earl that we were going to Las Vegas so that he could share some of those thoughts with others.  Earl asked what kind of thoughts he wanted to share so Eddie offered another example.

“Virtue is living in accordance with a self-perceived image of beauty.”

Eddie believed that living a virtuous life is simply living a beautiful life.  Since beauty is subjective, we cannot hope to have our life seen as beautiful by everyone, but it is very important for our own peace and joy that we live a life that we perceive to be beautiful.  He thought that any concept of virtue or a human code of ethics should be derived from the essence of humanity itself, the perception of beauty.  That which fosters beauty is good; that which harms or destroys it, evil.

So he said.

Earl said that he had struggled to see the beauty in life for some time now, but he had still retained the ability to see the beauty in himself and his wife who he desperately missed.  His hardship struggles and pain were made strikingly evident by his tired eyes that trailed off to the distant skyline and soon slowly closed as his head slumped in sleep.  We had crossed the Trail of Tears and through numerous sad prairie Indian Nations; the Earie Oaks Nation and the Potowami Nation and the Sac & Fox Nation and the Kickapoo Nation.  Sweeping fields of dust and cattle and ancient trapped energies of despair and shame from the handed destruction of beauty.  Lands that spoke of the history of American evil as billboards proudly peddled tomahawks and moccasins and feathered souvenirs.  America loves death.

***

Our trip had grown quiet as Bill slept and Eddie and I meditated on life and love and time.  It was a severely pleasant day as I drove and gazed off across the spry and cunning fields that now surrounded us.  The sky was clear blue bright, an ideal day for most people I would assume, and yet I found myself yearning for dull gray dark, an impending storm that would rumble and flash and threaten with the possibility of a thrashing tornado.  My entire life had been spent hoping and dreaming that I would one day witness the danger and destruction and terror of a cyclone cloud.  I always assumed I wouldn’t feel terror though, just awe and wonder at the beautiful power of nature.  I thought about how I probably should have gone to meteorology school to become a storm chaser, to track down that beauty of my hopes and dreams.  That was what I was really yearning for I suppose, the realization of the beauty of my hopes and dreams.

As I was contemplating this idea, I remembered the second day that Jenna and I had spent together.  It was a tremendously stormy day, the early afternoon slate black skies letting go a steady down pour.  The tornado sirens wailed relentlessly and warned the citizens and beckoned us outside to wander and play.  We walked and walked in that pouring rain, holding hands and laughing and being together as we joined our energies with the excitement of the storm.  I remembered kissing her for the first time and that taste of the rain as it fell from her lips, and the ache in my stomach knowing that I already loved her.

I had failed another day.

***

Our destination for the evening was Oklahoma City.  Eddie had an acquaintance he had met through a mutual friend who had said we could crash at her place for the night.  She lived in a large house with an extra bedroom that we could share for ourselves.  We were saddened that we would not be able to take Earl Banks further along with his travels and wished him and his wife the best of results as we delivered him to a petrol station just off the busy interstate.  Eddie’s eyes turned pink as he said his goodbyes and offered Earl a $20 bill from his tattered wallet along with the story of his kind old lady neighbor.  Earl humbly accepted the gift and setoff on his slow journey west and south towards Yuma, AZ and the unknown.
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“A self is not to be sought or found, but rather created.  We are always who we are, beings of amazing potential.”

So said Eddie in response to a story on the turn-dial AM/FM radio about a young woman who had committed to starting a spiritual journey to find herself.  Part of that journey included giving up television and social networks and her smart phone, all sacrifices that had proved extremely difficult for her.  I could definitely understand her feelings of frustrated dependency; it can often be hard to recall how we functioned prior to many established technological developments.  I continued to drive as we were led to our host house through the guidance of Eddie’s smart phone GPS.  It didn’t seem so long ago that we relied on the ancient art of cartography laid out on crisp bright printed-paper maps.  I actually missed the adventure of those map journey days, where people were to find their own way through study and experience rather than being led by a mindless program.

We stopped at a Taco Mayo about a mile away from our destination for some Double Smothered Double Queso Burritos (Steak) and Choco Tacos and cups of free ice water.  I searched to find that we had both consumed 1200 calories in that simple meal, over half of our suggested daily calorie intake.  Eddie said it was silly to worry about calories.  I couldn’t understand how the hell he did it though, he ate and drank whatever he wanted and never seemed to gain any weight.  He said it was all in the mind.  But then he laughed and said it wasn’t really, he was just fortunate to have been born with a hyperactive metabolism and that he honestly felt for those who experienced issues with their weight and the guilt that accompanied it.  There was so much joy to be found in eating.  He said he would find great difficulty in having to make the choice between living 80 years filled with an immense enjoyment of food over 84 years devoid of that pleasure.  “What is the point of living without joy?” he asked.

An average traditional family sat in the booth next to the table we occupied.  The two middle-age parents sat quietly while all three kids, one boy and two girls, expressed their youthful energy.  The boy kept making silly jokes the way young boys do while the two girls sang and bopped along to an MP3 player they both listened to through split earphones.  At one point the oldest of the two girls, short and chubby and twelve years old at most, turned to the mother and told her that she was going to get a job at Hooters when she turned 18 and there was nothing she could do about it.  Her sister and brother laughed hysterically at the declaration.  The unpleased mother asked how she planned to get there without a car.  The daughter told her not to worry, that she would save up her money until then so she could buy one for herself.  The father sat quiet and stared out the window.  Tired.

It was next to the soda dispense that Eddie left the following note:

“Only small minds are consistent.”

***

The dull faded house stood two stories tall in an aged lower-middle-class neighborhood that had languished slowly since its established glory over a century ago.  We had been informed that no one would be home but that the door, with a “Buy Local” sticker on it, was unlocked and we were welcome to enter and make ourselves comfortable.  Our room was to be located on the second floor directly across from the staircase landing, the room without a door.  We entered the home and climbed to the second floor to drop off our bags.  Our room was quaint and clean, with hard wood floors and an empty fireplace and window doors that opened to a railed balcony we weren’t exactly sure was safe.  There were two futon mattresses on the floor with sheets and blankets and pillows lying on top.  Hospitality can be so refreshing.

We dropped our bags and went back downstairs to the living room where the television had been left on and a stand-up comic was presenting his humorous life reflections on Comedy Central.  We made ourselves comfortable as directed, Eddie lounging on one couch and watching television as I occupied the other.  I relaxed a while and then thought it would be a good chance to take some notes on our trip, our experiences and thoughts on the conversations that had taken place.  I had purchased a notebook in which I resolved to journal our journey, something I had always failed to follow through with but desired to change.  Not that I wanted to define or diminish what had transpired, but rather simply to document the important points to foster future recollection.

It was about an hour before anyone else arrived at the house.  He entered without knocking and casually greeted us in a familiar manner.  His name was Patrick Birch and his clothes hung worn and his dirty dirty-blonde hair circled his thin face and swept down across his shoulders.  He was a tattered twenty-eight years old but his eyes relayed a steady sense of optimism.  Patrick didn’t actually live in the house though; Patrick was homeless.  He had been staying at the house for about a week; he had just recently returned to the US while bringing his father home from Thailand where he had been a college professor and had gotten sick of old age.  

Patrick had hitchhiked to Oklahoma City from Pittsburgh and was saving up money to catch a bus south to Texas to take care of his cancer inflicted mother for a while before heading to Mexico to have his teeth worked on.  He said he could get a tooth filled for $20 and dental surgery done for $100.  He had met another homeless vagabond who had obtained a whole new mouth for $200.  And that was from, “a good doctor who was old,” he said.

Patrick sat on the age-striped couch next to Eddie and rolled a cigarette as he talked of how he had tried finding a job or temporary work in Oklahoma City with no luck.  A fellow drifter had told him that he should just go out with a hobo sign.  And so he did, standing on a busy intersection corner with a piece of cardboard that read in felt-tip marked ink: 

Homeless

Anything Helps

God Bless

This had worked beyond his expectations.  He said that Oklahomans are extremely good-natured and caring people and that he would make between $30 and $100 a day with many “God Bless You’s” shared in return.  The funny thing was that Patrick Birch did not believe in God.  He said it made people feel better about sharing.

Patrick had written one full novel and was in the process of writing his second.  His first book was a narrative of a trippy journey he had taken to New Mexico where he had partaken in several desert experiments with peyote and mushrooms and MDMA.  During one specific mountaintop hallucinatory voyage, Patrick truly felt he had experienced a spiritual awaking that had dramatically altered his perceptions of reality.  The novel was called “The Rattlesnake Rainbow” and focused on his newly attained transcendental consciousness.  He had self-published the book on an old Xerox machine and had been able to sell 100 copies of it in various countries he had visited around the world including Germany and Scotland and Poland.  He was more proud of that accomplishment than anything else he had ever done.

His second book that he was working on was a piece of literary fiction in which a thirty-three year old priest is driving home from an evening Mass when he is broadsided at an intersection by a panicked young male attempting to flee a busted convenience store robbery where shots had been fired.  The priest is rushed to the closest hospital in critical condition where he is admitted to emergency surgery to address his swelling brain and other significant injuries.  During the surgery, the priest undergoes what is commonly referred to as a near death experience.  In the experience, the priest leaves his body and rises above the operating table he is lying on, above the hurried doctors and above the bright white lights of the hospital room.  But he doesn’t stop there, he continues rising higher and higher, above the hospital and through the clouds and away from earth until the globe has turned a minute speck in his expanded vision.  And then he stops, surrounded only by the light of distant galaxies and the hum of the expanding universe.  And it is at this place and time that he discovers the secret to everything, the essence of life.  After a time spent in this place and in this understanding, the priest is drawn back down through space and clouds and hospital and lights until he awakens in his own body.


The priest recovers quickly and is sent home.  But he is now plagued with the struggle of what to do with what he has learned.  Does he try to share it?  And if so, how can he possibly relay what he now understood.  After much time and deliberation, the now ex-priest decides that it is too important not to share and feels he has determined a way to share what he has seen and learned.  And thus begins his travels as a prophet to a dying world.  Patrick still had not named the novel.

Eddie asked if he could share the secret that the priest has learned during his experience.  Patrick said it was something he was still determining how to clearly convey, but he felt he was getting close.  He was halfway done with the book.

Patrick said he had never once used a computer and that he was writing the novel in graphite pencil because it felt more real than writing with an ink pen.  Plus it was easier to lie on his back in parks and other free spaces to write, as pens would stop working when doing so.  Patrick hoped to spark a thought and spiritual revolution with his work.  He assumed that he would probably be made out as a Messiah figure and would be asked many questions by those who followed him.  Eddie asked if he would have the answers.  

“I hope so,” he said.

***


I stayed in the living room as Eddie and Patrick carried their conversation into the kitchen where Eric was brewing up a pot of organic coffee, the smell of which brought back half-wolf, half-rabbit memories of the previous night.  It was soon after that Eddie’s acquaintance Elizabeth Sometimes arrived home with her recently acquired boyfriend Nicholas Flowers. 

Elizabeth was a super cute girl with large friendly eyes, cropped bang black hair, several visible color tattoos on her smooth white skin and a smile that seemed in-love.  Her parents had been hippies of the civil revolution and had taught her the virtues of sharing and loving and living simply.  Her father was now a psychiatrist and a writer, her mother an artist by trade in upstate California.  Megan had also aspired to be an artist by trade and had attended the University of Oklahoma School of Art to help fulfill her aspirations.  She had graduated at the top of her class over four years ago and had greatly impressed her professors and peers with her senior show.  Elizabeth worked at an organic natural food store to pay the bills the way artists often do.

Elizabeth’s current art medium was a form of accidental abstract using bright latex paints on white plush carpet.  She said that she had gotten the idea when she was painting her bedroom in the big old house.  She thought of how dropping her gallon of paint on the floor carpet could be such a catastrophe.  But she considered that if she would be able to take that carpet and mount it to the wall, it could be a really cool piece of art as well as a good statement about life.  Things are only as bad as we view them to be.

“God is in the angles,” said Eddie.

“Yes, exactly, yes, God is in the angles!” she replied as she smiled and looked down towards the floor. 

Her boyfriend Nicholas was a tall skinny hipster of sorts with shaggy fuss hair and thick-rim glasses that may not have been real.  His t-shirt was faded yellow and depicted a tiger faced boy with the name of a local indie record label underneath.  He was a solo musician, recording music using loops and samples and found sounds.  He said he was not able to play a single instrument well and that talent was not nearly as important as a creative and open mind.  His project was called “Occupy Japan”.  

Nicholas had also started a line of custom designed t-shirts.  The concept of the company was that all shirts would have the same logo design, but each style and color combination would be limited to a printing of less than 100.  25% from each shirt sold would be donated to a not-for-profit organization dedicated to positive social change.  The purchaser could choose from a variety of such organizations.  The name of the clothing line was “Hyper Riot” and every shirt had a motto printed on the back, “Be Revolutionary.”  Nicholas was also a tender at a local bar that had recently opened.  

Elizabeth continued to the kitchen to see Eddie while Nicholas stayed behind as we shared a conversation about his past life of pill raves and his desire to resume the promotion of live events.  He said that it was his goal to help build Oklahoma City into an even more prominent music destination than Austin.  He wanted to start by promoting several smaller shows in area venues and then move on to establishing a large music festival in the city.  I admired his aspirations and shared of my own experiences in promoting a music culture and wished him the best of results in his efforts.


Elizabeth and Nicholas had plans that evening for getting a couple of drinks at the new bar where he worked and then heading to a live show commemorating the birthday of a local indie rock radio station.  They invited me and Eddie and Patrick along for the night and we all decided instantly that we were good and ready to go.  

***

We were the first customers to arrive that evening at Nicholas’ bar.  A young college-age kid sat alone in the far corner as he strummed his guitar and sang sing-a-long standards to the recently empty bar.  He was actually pretty good for what he was doing and the sound was well appointed for the room which looked as if it had been a hotel sports bar converted into a scaled-up lounge with red-glow pendant lighting and modern seating and the faint scent of dark licorice.

We took seats at a large high-top next to the long open bar where Eddie and I ordered Tank 7 Farmhouse Ale drafts; a hop-bitter Boulevard beer from royal Kansas City.  Our homeless friend Patrick said that he did not indulge in alcohol as he considered it an extremely unhealthy practice.  His father had been an alcoholic and had led a very unpleasant life full of pain and loneliness.  Instead, Patrick smoked “a lot of weed.”  He said it helped order his chaotic mind and relieve pain and loneliness.  He ordered a draft Coke.  Elizabeth and Nicholas both ordered mixed blue drinks that I didn’t catch the name of.

We all sat around the glisten-black table and enjoyed glowing conversation that produced healthy laughs.  Elizabeth brought up her plans of going to Burning Man the next August and suggested we should all join her.  We made loose friendly plans in that direction, discussing cross-country travel and desert camping and concepts for artistic expression.  As is the sad nature of most bar-drink plans though, I am not sure any of us were taking them extremely seriously.  Well, except perhaps for Eddie who was really excited about the idea and said that sharing that time in such an open and creative community could be a grand and beautiful experience for us all.  Then he brought up the episode of “The Middle” where the family goes to the festival and unwittingly becomes a popular installation art piece by just being their RV/grilling American selves.  Of course his laugh had us all laughing again.


It was as we were laughing at Eddie’s recollection that Christopher Devine entered the lounge and joined our little gathering.  He was a friend of Elizabeth’s and she introduced him around the table.  He was the kind of guy who shook hands firmly and liked to buy drinks for people he didn’t know.  He ordered us all a round of chilled tequila shots, except for Patrick who politely declined the offer.  

Chris was a medium-framed thirty-something computer programmer who worked with a large IT firm out of San Diego.  He considered himself fortunate to be able to telecommute from his tiny one-bedroom apartment there in Oklahoma City and make good money with very little actual work.  He admitted to spending most of his time smoking pot and masturbating.  He said that isolation creates horrible habits.


Chris wished that he had been more productive with his spare time.  He had wanted to be a writer since a teenager, but never seemed to have the discipline required for such aspirations.  He had originally been inspired by his father who had given him a list of the 50 books that had been most valuable to his life.  It was Chris’ sixteenth birthday present.  The list contained a wealth of literary classics including “Catcher in the Rye” and “Slaughterhouse-Five” and “The Old Man and the Sea”.  Chris began reading the books, from the bottom of the list and working his way up towards number one.  It wasn’t until he had reached the top that he realized his father had not just given him a list of great books, but also a piece of his soul.  His father had died several years prior to this awareness after his heart had become tired and taken a rest.  Chris always carried the list with him, faded and folded and tucked safely in his back-pocket wallet.

Several more patrons filtered in and found their way to the bar and surrounding tables as the performer began to wind down his corner set.  A loose-tie guy in a small group had apparently just landed a promotion and was buying drinks for his friends to celebrate the occasion.  A made-up pair of ladies sat at one corner of the bar without speaking, looking around uncomfortably for someone to buy them a drink.  I ordered another beer for myself, a high alcohol content local called Native Amber that had been crafted by Coop Ale Works.  It was a stiff and savory selection made even more blissful by the sounds of The Shins and The Postal Service and The Decemberists that began to flow from the background speakers as the singer took his break. 


Eddie shared with the group about his recent travels and some of the interesting people he had met along the way and how he had learned that good stories don’t always have happy endings.  People always enjoyed listening to Eddie’s stories.  

We all finished up our drinks and Elizabeth said we should probably head out for the radio show that had already begun.  We thanked Chris for the shots and I told him that I hoped he would be able to find the motivation soon to pursue his dreams of writing.  He said he hoped so too.

It was on the long shiny bar that Eddie left the following note:


“A person who asks no questions has little to share.”

***


The 51st Street Speakeasy was a way cool club, a large two-story house that had been converted into a sprawling lounge and listening room with three full bars and several cozy rooms for drinking and conversing.  The place was absolutely packed with fashion trend hipsters and Abercrombie cutouts and stuffy business types sharing their communal drinking space.  A band was playing on the first-floor stage when we entered the no-cover door, a garage surf rock band that had the floor crowd nodding in earnest agreement.


We all made our way close to stage front and watched with mesmerized smiles as riffs surged and drums urged and the young lead singer howled his distorted lyrics and dangled from the low-ceiling water pipes.  There was a good energy in the room and we were all glad to be there.

The band finished up their frenzied set and excused the crowd to refresh their drinks.  Eddie and I made our way up to the still crowded but chiller second floor bar where I asked the bartender for a couple of local drafts.  We were served two pints of Mustang Washita Wheat that he said were from a company owned in Oklahoma City but not actually brewed there.  I found this extremely odd and was not sure they should really be considered local, but the beer was good.  Eddie asked the server to find that the bar closed at 2:00am.  

“Laws that provide curfews for the sale of alcohol really bother me.  Why does it matter where or at what time alcohol is sold or consumed?  Either it is completely wrong and should be completely banned, or it should simply be left alone to the enjoyment of a free society.  And why, with a supposed separation of church and state, do so many cities and counties continue to prohibit or limit the sale of alcohol on Sundays?  And why do we as citizens continue to support and vote for politicians and ordinances that allow others to regulate when and where we can and cannot make a desired purchase of a legal product?  I just honestly don’t understand...and I’m preaching to the choir I know.  I’m such an evangelist,” he said with a grin.  “Cheers!”  He clinked my glass and offered his direct eye contact the way he always did when he cheered.  Eddie took his cheers very seriously. 

I had not understood the laws either of course.  It had been a constant frustration with owning a small bar in a late-crowd college town that required all alcohol serving businesses to be closed and completely empty by 1:30am.  Almost every weekend night after our mandatory closing, I would take a six-pack from the cooler and join my patrons at a house party where we would continue to drink, unregulated and unsupervised, for the rest of the night.  It was an expensive ordinance.

It was there at the upstairs bar that a gay gentleman approached Eddie and offered to buy him a drink, probably confused by his rainbow t-shirt (which said “Ecumenical Happening” and was actually a vintage 80’s Christian t-shirt that he had found at a thrift store) and/or possibly his mannerisms.  Gay dudes loved Eddie.  But he loved them too.  He said heterosexual America was too uptight and that some of the most enjoyable experiences he had going out had been to gay clubs.  He wasn’t really “into” guys though, not in that way.  He politely said “no” and thanked him for the offer.  The gentleman seemed offended as he walked away.  Eddie said it was always such an awkward scenario when offered a drink by a guy who is obviously homosexual.

“You say “yes” and you feel you may be leading them on.  You say “no” and you feel like a huge dick.  Is there proper etiquette rules for handling this situation?”

He decided to ask the opinion of the two girls who had been standing next to us at the congested bar.  Their names were Jessica and Brittany and they were not there for the music.  They were normal girls with normal names and normal faces and normal clothes and normal thoughts.  The kind of girls who would probably consider themselves very open-minded but really only like things that fit comfortably into their normal lives.  America is full of normal girls.

They both laughed at the question and said they honestly didn’t know.  Regardless of their normalcy, the girls were next-door polite and pleasant to talk with.  They would have made easy acquaintances had we lived in the city.  We could have joined in board game nights and poolside barbeques and gone to see popular movies on opening nights.  Sometimes I found that I craved the comfort of being around normal people and doing normal things.  Somehow my life had never felt normal.  Or maybe it was just that I never felt normal.  

Eddie’s friendly manner had us in comfortable conversation with them quickly.  He had a natural way of making everyone he met feel special.  I always felt clumsy when I tried.  What made Eddie so effective was the obvious fact that he never had to try; he did think they were special.

Talking with the girls and with Eddie made me remember how much I missed the times that we had spent together, Jenna and I and Eddie and Sarah.  About the many excited weekends and holidays and vacations.  About how much I still missed Jenna.  And how I knew that Eddie still missed Sarah.  Deeply.  I think his breakup may have been even harder for him than it had been for me.  He had not been given the customary warnings that I had received, no sense that his relationship and marriage were to fail.  I knew that had weighed heavily on him.  Eddie had considered Sarah his soul mate and never thought that such a thing could ever be possible.  It was a warm summer afternoon that he learned that his soul no longer had a mate.  It was a carefree day, the kind that beckons the heart outdoors to wander and play.  He decided to take a walk alone to appreciate the beauty of nature’s perfect creation.  He waited to tell Sarah of his excursion; calling to cheerfully tell her that he was in the exact place they had shared their very non-traditional wedding in the magical wooded park where they had their first magical date.  It was on that phone call that Sarah told Eddie she was no longer in love with him.  His magical world collapsed.  But he seemed to be doing ok now; he was handling it much better than myself.  He said that it generally takes a catastrophe to learn what is truly important in life.

The next band struck up downstairs so I quickly ordered a second round of Mustang Washita Wheats that Eddie paid for. Jessica and Brittany were not interested in watching an original band they had never heard of so we said good-byes and exchanged farewell hugs.  There were always farewell hugs with Eddie.  

We went back down and joined back up with Elizabeth and Nicholas and Patrick who were at stage front with refreshed drinks and attention focused on the evening’s final band.  They welcomed us with bright smiles and Eddie began to dance his dance.  It was a side-to-side shoulder groove with a bouncing head nod as his entire body swayed to his shuffle feet, all one constant and fluid motion.  I had been standing to his side, my arms crossed and still when he turned and spoke close to my ear.

“Please dance.”

***

The show ended before 2:00am and we made our way back to the dull faded two-story house where we all sat around on the floor of the simple living room, the five of us, sharing more stories and thoughts and a case of Coors Light cans.  It was around 3:00 that Elizabeth stood up and said she wanted us to create together, both recorded music and a painting.  “Yes…yes!” said Eddie.  She asked if we should start with music or painting and we all decided on music.  

Nathan retrieved his DigiTech JamMan looper and Sure SM58 mic and cables from his car trunk and plugged it through the living room’s vintage stereo for sound.  Elizabeth brought out several instruments from her bedroom that she had accumulated from life including a ukulele and a violin and a small accordion.  I had never played any of the instruments before and enjoyed the opportunity to try each one, especially the accordion.  I tried my best to hammer out a kickin’ Zydeco rhythm, but that didn’t work so well.  We all took parts in the experimental creations, clicking and tapping out beats, strumming and squeezing out melodies, and expelling vocals, from whispered lyrical drones and harmonies to screamed out choruses.  It was beautiful.  

We had laid out several tracks before Elizabeth said it was time to paint.  She brought in a large door from the back porch area and laid it in the center of the living room floor.  A big brown wooden door.  She then surrounded the partition with brushes and several cans of various house paint colors she had picked up from mismatched bins at area hardware stores.  Blues and greens and yellows and reds and black.  She also brought out several boxes of mixed media items that we could use for our work.  Ribbon and string and buttons and pieces of wood and wire and glass and so on.  And we all sat around the giant wooden canvas with full creative free will, working separately and yet as one on our artistic creation.  Neutral Milk Hotel’s “In the Aeroplane Over the Sea” played on the living room’s vintage stereo as it soared and mingled with the smells of latex in that concentrated sphere of creative energy.  It was beautiful.   

“What do you think?” Eddie asked of Elizabeth.

“I think it looks great so far.”

“No, not about the painting, you know, about everything, about life.”

Elizabeth chuckled at the question.  

“Well, my life philosophy is pretty simple.  There are certain things in life you will never forget.  Like witnessing a plane crash.  I try to live a life that people will remember.  I live my life like a plane crash.”

“Yes…yes, I like it,” breathed Eddie as he reached for pen and paper.

***

That night I had a dream that I was standing alone in the center of a vast open field under a dull gray dark sky.  The terrain was flat and cornhusk brown with only a distant red barn and a few isolated trees to be seen.  The sky began to rumble and flash and I was anxious for the possible opportunity to experience that elusive tornado, the manifestation of my hopes and dreams.  A moment later it happened, a massive funnel cloud reached down and began to thrash and churn its way across the horizon, a billow of dust and organic debris rising in reverent rapture.  I stood and trembled in awe and wonder at the beautiful power of nature.  But then something odd happened; another funnel cloud reached down and began doing the same thing, thrashing and churning its way across the horizon in the opposite direction.  And then another touched down, and then another and another.  I was soon surrounded by countless funnel clouds ripping and tearing their way across the countryside.  And as I had assumed, I did not feel terror, but I suddenly felt absolute shock and confusion with the realization that I had seen this before.  I had witnessed tornados many times in my life and somehow I had forgotten.  How had I forgotten?
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“Art is any creation that elicits the perception of beauty.  In that you create your own life, so too can it be a work of art.  Live beautifully!”

We left out early the next morning, waking at 9:00am and leaving without showering as not to disturb the others still sleeping in the old big house.  It had been a late night and I was tired.  Plus, I didn’t “do” mornings.  Eddie seemed rested and ready as he always did.  How annoying.  We left a note thanking our host for her incredible accommodations and the beautiful experience.  Eddie left the quote at the bottom of the page.

We ventured to a warm diner not far down the road.  It was one of those diners where the person who takes your order also cooks your food while they are smoking a cigarette.  Where retired elderlies gather to join in the smoking and to discuss current happenings and share cheap gossip.  The orange and off-white striped walls were covered with old newspaper clippings and yellowed championship banners.  I ordered light scrambled eggs and bacon and white butter toast with unsweet tea and Splenda.  Eddie ordered an egg and cheese bagel with a side of hashbrowns and coffee.

Too my right I met Deborah Parker.  Deborah was thirty-five years old.  Deborah’s mother had died seven years prior and she was still having a hard time dealing with her death.  Deborah had just had foot surgery that week and was not able to wear shoes.  Deborah had been diagnosed with sleep apnea and had to sleep with a breathing machine.  Deborah had cancer.  Deborah was also born with a hole in her heart and was planning to visit one of her doctors the following day to schedule a surgery to address it.  Deborah had 13 doctors, but all of them were to address her from the neck down, no head doctors.  Well, she did have an ear doctor, but she had never been to a psychiatrist and would never consider doing so, even though all 13 of her doctors had suggested that she could benefit from visiting one.  But Deborah was not crazy and there was no point in doing such a thing.  Deborah was a very caring person; she loved everyone, especially her cat called Dilemma.  Deborah had friends all over town because she liked to meet people and to talk with them.  Deborah said that the Virgin Mary was her best friend.  She spoke with her every day.  Deborah and I were now friends.

While I was talking to Deborah, Eddie made the acquaintance of the gentleman next to him.  His name was Albion Sharp and he shared about his son Roland who was serving time in Oklahoma State Penitentiary for sidewalk stomping an area Blues musician who went by the name of Memphis Murray.  Roland had almost killed Memphis Murray simply because he was playing “black” music.  Memphis Murray was white.  Sean had gotten caught up in a hate culture centered on the contempt for minority Americans.  He had even gotten a tattoo of a giant swastika printed across his chest as a permanent symbol of his hatred.  He was very proud of the work and showed it off frequently.  The gentleman was deeply saddened by the actions of his son and said he didn’t understand how he could possibly have justified his actions or why he had turned out the way he had.

“Maybe I should have spent more time with him, I don’t know.”

Albion Sharp was a black man.  Albion Sharp never spoke to his son.  

We finished our breakfasts and paid the smoking chef and bid farewell to our new friends.  It was on the dusty wall-mount jukebox that Eddie left the following note:

“Polarities of thought are for the unimaginative.”

***

Eddie was back to driving again as we departed Oklahoma City.  The blocked tree fields had faded and were replaced by smooth rolling plains.  We crossed the Chisholm Trail and it was easy to envision the dusty massive herds of Texas longhorns and the weary parched cattlemen as they plodded their way to the railheads and stockyards of prairie Kansas.  And I could hear that old Tex Ritter come a ti yi yippy, come a tee yi yay, ti yi yippy yi yay.  Billboards still littered the roadside pawning headdresses and flutes and rattlesnake collectibles.  

We passed two pedal bikers several miles apart pulling bulky wagons along the interstate, but no more hitchers.  We began to see wind turbines as they circled their coercive arms over the distant horizon.  They stood tall and poised and otherworldly as we approached and witnessed their steady white presence over the conquered empty fields. 


We had been quiet for much of the morning, listening to bright and then fading radio stations as we both enjoyed the smooth crisp day.  Eddie suggested the “Ungame” again and I pulled the red-white box from underneath the seat.  He loved the silly game.  I withdrew the stack of cards and extended it to him to draw a card for me to answer.


“What do poor people need most?” he read.


“I guess the same things as rich people need most.  They need the essentials of course; food, water, shelter, clothing and medicine I suppose.  But aside from the essentials I would say they would benefit the most from love, loving and being loved.  But that has nothing to do with money.” 


I wasn’t sure if there was something I had missed with the question.  If there was a deeper aspect I was supposed to consider, a humanitarian view I was to take.  But I had been raised in what most would regard as a poor household and learned early in life that “need” was a very strong word.  

I chose a card for Eddie.

“How would you define joy?”

He had obviously thought much on the concept and answered promptly.

 “Joy is the appreciation of beauty.  Happiness, in contrast, is the appreciation of the moment.  Joy is a deeper, more full-filled sense of satisfaction in life that is accompanied by the emotion of love which is the natural response to the awareness of beauty.”

I had never really considered a difference between happiness and joy, but I understood what he was saying.  I gave him the example of how drugs and alcohol can often make us feel momentarily happy even though we may be miserable in life, completely lacking in joy.  He said exactly.

Eddie picked another card for me.  It said:

“If there is unnecessary laughing – some people might be afraid to share their feelings.  Be aware of the mood you create!  Take another card.”  We both laughed and Eddie took another card.

“Say something about earthquakes or tornados.”

So I told Eddie about tornados, of my hopes of someday seeing a funnel cloud and how I had associated it with my search for beauty in life.  And how I had dreamed of the tornados the night before and how I had realized in the dream that I had seen tornados several times in life and had somehow forgotten.  

“Incredible,” he said, “just incredible!”

I picked another card for him.

“Complete the statement; “One thing I missed during my childhood was…”

There was an extended silence before Eddie was able to give the simple completion that I already sadly knew.

“My mother.” 

Eddie had shared the story of his mother with me one evening a couple of years back during one of our many long discussions over late-night beers.  She had been diagnosed with blood cancer Leukemia at the early age of twenty-five.  Eddie was just an infant of one.  His loving mother, an earnest and devout Christian, had been deeply involved in the church and extremely dedicated to the faith since a young child.  Eddie’s father was also a strong believer in the Christian God and his holy healing powers.  They had taken to intense prayer and due faith over her blood death illness.  

 Eddie’s mother miraculously went into a total remission from the horrible disease after dutiful prayer of their whole church congregation.  Scientifically educated doctors allowed her to move back to her peaceful Christian home and discontinue the painful radioactive chemotherapy she had been on.  Eddie’s faith-filled parents rejoiced over the goodness of their God.  In their celebrations, Eddie’s mother became pregnant and they again rejoiced of the goodness of their God.  

As the months of the holy pregnancy wound down, the scientifically educated doctors wanted to permanently abort the unborn holy baby to ensure the safety of his mother, as they did not believe that she would be able to survive the physically traumatic birth process.  His mother refused to give in to such thoughts, as she fully believed in her safety and that of the God-given unborn child.  She knew with her entire angel glow heart that the Lord would take care of her. In her pure faith she had fully received that divine blessing as her own.

At the storied last moment, a doctor of the Christian faith stepped in and allowed the ordained birth to take its intended place.  It was a golden trumpet miracle as the blessed infant was born with absolutely no complications and the halo mother came out in remarkable health.  His parents again rejoiced of the goodness of their God as they took their family home.

It was at that time that Eddie’s father decided to invite a top healing minister of the time to come down from Chicago to hold a deliverance meeting for Eddie’s mother and others in their religious community.   As the minister began his drive south, his mother instantly became sick again.  The closer he drew the sicker she grew and she was quickly readmitted back into the hospital.  Determined to win the battle against Satan, Eddie’s father decided to follow through with the deliverance meeting while his mother was waging her struggle in the hospital.  The minister arrived and the spiritual battle began at the home of Eddie’s grandmother.  The spiritual battle ended that same night; his mother died in the hospital as the believers prayed for her victory.

The funeral took place the following week and it was undertaken as a celebration.  The still believers sang joyful triumphant songs and spoke of the goodness of the Lord.  Eddie had not been taken to the funeral and instead was left with a teenage friend-of-the-family babysitter.

I told him that I was sorry as I put the stack of cards into the red-white box and slid it back underneath the seat.  
“Oh, no, no…it’s ok, really.”

He had struggled with this story for a very long time, the majority of his life, before he finally determined why everything had happened as it had.  It was so amazingly simple that it actually seemed absurd.  It had happened because it had.  It wasn’t a God to blame, or his father or mother.  It was nothing more than an unfortunate life event.  It had simply happened just as the trillions upon trillions of things that had happened to lead to that point.  It was something that he had needed to accept.

“Salvation is acceptance of the unchangeable,” he said.

In front center view of our sepia-toned car, massive flowing streams of black birds caressed the clear-blue sky, astonishingly elegant as they glided and swooped and broke in nearly instant perfect harmony in their creation of a magnificent work of art; an interpretive dance of life for us to behold.

***


We were now tracing the approximate path of Historic Route 66, also known as the Will Rogers Highway and the Main Street of America and the Mother Road.  Frequent signs designated its previous course as it ran parallel to and crossed I-40 in several places from “America’s Corner” Oklahoma City all the way to California where it broke off to continue on to sunny Los Angeles where it ended and our nation began.  The nostalgia had finally overtaken Eddie who proceeded to take Exit 41 that placed us directly on the historic route that would lead us through Elk City, Oklahoma and then have us meet back up with the Interstate on the other side of the town.

We passed several apparent icons of the treasured past as well as many that undoubtedly arrived after the glorified vein of magic America had effectively dried up.  Route 66 Motors and Route 66 Dry Cleaning and Route 66 Italian Restaurant.  A painted mural of Elvis adorned the side of a brick car wash.  Retro neon signs for the Kings Inn and Flamingo Inn stood in reminiscence of a bye-gone era.  The National Route 66 Museum held guarded memorabilia.  Glorified nostalgia had always led me to melancholy.  Perhaps it was the association of the pain that came with holding on to a lost love.  Or maybe it was my notion that most people appeared more concerned with the romanticized past than the impending future.  America loves Nostalgia.


Eddie had tuned the AM/FM radio to a classic oldies station and The Beach Boys came through singing about fun, fun, fun and instantly I had an intense craving for a big juicy burger and french fries and a creamy vanilla malt shake delivered by a lip-stick girl on roller skates.  Eddie and I would be sitting cool in my T-bird convertible at the drive-up food stand with the radio blasting and us laughing and talking about how our evening out for dinner would soon be glorified by millions.  Seemed I had caught a bit of the old Nostalgia.


We got back on the cross-country Interstate at Exit 32 and continued our two-man exodus westward.  We had not stopped in Elk City so Eddie pulled off at the next rest stop we came to which was close to mile marker 10.  It had a kiddie playground with a spin-go-round and monkey bars and a swing set with no swings.  Picnic tables lounged under tepee shaped structures while the restrooms paradoxically hid in retro modern hexagonal pods.  It was the creepiest rest stop I had ever visited.  Eddie wanted to take a whirl on the spin-go-round so he got in the middle and I gave it a running start and then sent it flying with one huge push.  Eddie yelled for me to go faster but I was already dizzy.


It was in the door handle of the white stretched church van that had parked next to us that Eddie left the following note:


“Beware the prophet who preaches sacrifice, you have something they want.”

Five more miles down the road and we saw our first tumbleweed.  Five more miles and we were welcomed into Texas and asked to “Drive Friendly, the Texas Way”.  I had thought the Texas Way was to do everything BIG.  We were definitely driving big, our windows down under the powder blue cloudless skies as we drove through endless windmill fields of yellow gold.  

It wasn’t long before the abbreviated sleep of the previous night had crept on me and I drifted quickly into a windblown sleep.  During my sleep I had a dream.  In this dream I was walking along the beach.  As I was walking, I looked down to look at my hands and on both hands where my thumbs should have been were claws.  Claws similar to what you would see on a large crab in an expensive restaurant.  I saw a young girl sitting on the shimmering ground next to me where she was building a sand castle.  It was no longer light outside though; it was dark and the stars shown brightly.  I asked her where her parents were.  She pointed towards the water where a figure was emerging from the water.

In the background, off on the not-so-distant horizon as if floating in the dark black ocean, was the twinkle of city lights.  A huge magnificent city that stood tall and brightly awake.  As her father emerged, I noticed something strikingly different about his skin.  It was not normal human skin that adorned his body, but rather a scaly covering that reflected the bright lights of the city and the stars.  It was at this point that I realized that I was far into the future and this person approaching us was an evolved human who had adapted to the warming of the earth’s climate.

***


Billboards continued to rape the roadside, now pointing to The Big Texan in Amarillo which promised a free 72oz steak dinner if ate in one hour.  It was at a cow pasture two miles west of Amarillo where we made our next stop, the great American monument Cadillac Ranch.  We parked on the side of the frontage road that ran parallel to the interstate.  Eddie popped the trunk and removed a can of spray paint that he had apparently stashed in anticipation of our visit.  We walked through the unlocked gate and approached the angle buried cars that had been covered in spray paint by others who had just as well anticipated their visits.  Eddie said that the cars had originally been buried in 1974 at the same angle as the Great Pyramid of Giza.  We approached one of the submerged vehicles where Eddie climbed up on the roof and began to paint red in bold large letters across the trunk:


“GOD IS IN THE ANGLES”

***

Past Amarillo and the roadside erections was more Texas.  I had been to Texas a few times in my life and I honestly had always despised its drawn-out meek blandness.  My opinion was not really changing.  We flew by the stockyards of Quality Beef Products whose stench was enough to make any diehard flesh eater a vegetarian.  My Grandpa always said that Texas was the brown stain in the underwear of America.  I had to agree. 

There was a call in show on the radio.  A girl had called in to dedicate a breakup song to her boyfriend who she was leaving to find happiness with a hardworking man that could provide the stability and security she deserved.

“I wish I could talk to her,” said Eddie, “and tell her that stability is at best an illusion.  That she will never have anything that can’t be taken from her in an instant.  And that there is no pleasure in hard work and that misery is not a virtue.  A deserving frame-of-mind will never find joy, only disappointment.  Blah blah blah, I preach too much, I know.  But I don’t think she would understand anyway.”

It was about 229 miles from Albuquerque where we began to see definition provided by mesas and plateaus.  Canyons swirled and iron ranch signs marked fields that held no signs of ranch life.  Historic Route 66 had deteriorated to abandoned remains that stood empty hollow as weathered carcasses.  I felt a huge sense of relief as we entered New Mexico, the “Land of Enchantment”.

It was not far past the border that Jenna called me.  I had not spoken to her in several weeks.  She was calling to make sure I was doing ok.  So she said.  I told her that I wasn’t really sure and that I had still not found real work and that I had decided to escape a bit with Eddie on our road trip.  She said that was probably a really good thing for me to do.  And that Mr. Bojangles, our rescued dog that I missed so much, was doing well.  She had just taken him on a camping trip in the mountains and said she would send me pictures.  And then she said she had gotten married and she wanted me to know.  It was to the single father that she had met at the daycare where she still worked.  And then she said that she was pregnant and that being with child had made her happier than she had ever been.
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“Freedom is the ability to pursue our perception of a beautiful life without external restrictions.”

Eddie and I had just experienced the childlike thrill of open road freedom while driving alongside a speeding train as it rambled parallel to the interstate through the now open desert space.  We felt the rush that cowboys must have felt when riding hard and fast to overrun and overtake a formidable locomotive.  The song “Free” by Cat Power was playing on “Free Form Radio” out of Radio Free Santa Fe on 98.1.  So I had asked Eddie how he would define freedom.  And thus he shared.  I asked him if he thought that America was truly free.  He said absolutely not.

We had stopped at Russell’s Travel Center for fuel and Subway where I ordered a “grilled” “chicken” flatbread sandwich and chips and a diet soda.  Eddie got a vegetarian sub on wheat bread with everything on it.  The convenience store area also had a full restaurant and a Classic Car Museum and a Sunday morning Chapel and $9 showers.  I was craving a shower like no other, but that seemed a ridiculous amount for a shower.  Maybe $5 would have been ok, I don’t know.  Eddie was content with bathroom sink scrub downs.  I enjoyed my warm-hot private showers.  

We took our sandwiches on the go and continued west, through Santa Rosa and across the Pecos River which triggered my lost memories of childhood tall tales of tornado riding Pecos Bill and his trusty horse Widow-Maker and his lady love Slue-Foot Sue.  I couldn’t remember any morals or life lessons carried by the tales, just the larger-than-life imagery that had captivated me as a young boy.

We were cruising along at a fast pace now and enjoying the 75 mile-per-hour speed limit we had encountered upon entering New Mexico.  Evergreen shrubs now spotted the landscape.  Eddie actually pulled over at one point to take a closer look and to ask what the shrubs were called.  The manager at the remote Phillips 66 that we stopped at wasn’t sure of the English translation, but he said they were called “Savino” in Spanish, a word I have not been able to locate since.  We moved onward as A Prairie Home Companion carried us past fields of tarped bailed cotton and the Memorial of Perpetual Tears and a ranch billboard that read, “We believe in America”.  The hovering sun sat blinding against the purple haze mountains as we approached Albuquerque, our next destination of rest. 

***

Eddie had arranged another place for us to stay, this time with a friend of a friend, her name being Rachel Bryant.  We made our way from the outlined Interstate via GPS to her small one-bedroom bungalow in a low quaint neighborhood just outside of downtown.  Rachel warmly invited us in upon our arrival and introduced us to her fluffy puppy Thelonious Monk and then to the pullout couch that would be our shared bed for the evening.  She also showed us the restroom and offered the opportunity for showers which made my dusty heart happy.  I went ahead and excused myself to a refreshing warm-hot private shower as Eddie stayed out and acquainted himself with our host.

Rachel was twenty-seven years old with pale freckle skin and bright long curly red hair.  She had graduated with high honors from the Sandra Day O’Connor College of Law at Arizona State University and now worked passionately for a non-profit social justice organization there in Albuquerque.  She had spent the span of her youth years in the cool night deserts of New Mexico and had moved back directly after finishing college.  She spoke of her father who had worked in business law and had been known amongst his peers as a strong, intelligent and noble man, and of her mother who was a well published children’s author who had written several cute books promoting the values of respect and honesty and charity and perseverance and so on.  Both her father and mother were now serving extended terms in federal prison for reasons she did not feel comfortable sharing.  Rachel Bryant never spoke to her parents.

After I had presented myself cleaned and refreshed from my shower, Rachel suggested a local eatery that we could visit to grab a bite if we were hungry.  Eddie and I were hungry and ready for more than just one bite, so the three of us filled her tiny Ford Fiesta and made our way to the Flying Star, an eccentrically eclectic café not far from her apartment.  The shop was surprisingly busy with a crowd that matched its creative décor.  We waited through the cafeteriaesque line where I ordered a Turkey Jack sandwich melt and a cup of gumbo soup that proved rich and spicy.  Eddie wanted a taste of local flair and ordered himself the red New Mexico Chile Stew that was packed with pinto beans and onions and tomatoes and cheddar-jack cheese.

We found a table and attempted manners as we dove into our delicious selections.  Eddie brought up Rachel’s work with social justice and asked if she had any specific areas of focus.  Rachel shared that she worked with and felt most passionately about human rights issues associated with reproductive justice.  She explained that reproductive justice focuses on the concept that the reproductive health of women is directly related to conditions in their lives such as socioeconomic disadvantages and discrimination.  It seeks to address these conditions and provide access for all females to quality reproductive health including contraception and safe abortion options.  

Eddie said that it was in Berlin that he had been thinking a lot about social justice and justice in general and had came to his own understanding of the concept.

“Justice is such a strange word and concept.  In one sense the word is used to promote equality, essentially saying that some have the right to take from others by force as a means towards equalization and fairness.  I would say that this could be viewed as theft and an example of unjust conduct.   Another sense of the word is punishment for perceived transgressions.  This I would I would rather consider retribution.  An example would be the attacks of September 11th where America paid the consequences for their evil actions.  The subjectivity of such a view of justice is obvious.  Which side is “right” in handing out their concept of justice?  In general I would say neither.  I think that true justice can only be found through the restoration of beauty.”

So he said.

Next to us sat a father and son at their own table, the boy being about twelve years of age.  He was telling his father in amazing detail about a book he was reading, a fantasy story about a race of ancient civilized rabbits entitled The Stone of Infinite Miracles.  In the story, the benevolent rabbits of the Legion of Lebonnaire were in possession of the powerful Stone of Infinite Miracles that they dutifully guarded from the paws of the dark Brigade of the Breakon.  One warm summer day, the bouncy son of the Legion Sovereign wandered past the border of their peaceful kingdom and into the gloomy forest of the neighboring Breakon.  Dusk settled in quickly and the young Epica became lost in the woods.  He wandered and wandered and soon came to a village nestled in a clearing.  There he met a kindly townsman named Strossap who took him to the Elder Lodge of the Brigade.  The Elders of the Lodge asked Epica many questions about where he was from and why he was there.  In their wisdom, they decided that Epica was in fact a spy sent by the Legion of Lebonnaire to determine the location of the benevolent Breakon’s Stone of Infinite Miracles that they dutifully guarded from the paws of the dark Legion.  You see, unknown to either side, both tribes held Stones of Infinite Miracles that they guarded from the evil they feared in the other.  So the Breakons decided to thwart these efforts by decapitating the young Epica and catapulting his body pieces into the heart of the Kingdom of Legion.  Upon finding the poor Epica’s headless body, the Legion Sovereign assumed that the safety of their Stone of Infinite Miracles was being threatened by the evil Brigade and thus mounted an offensive to confront the evil.  The Legion assembled quickly and invaded the Kingdom of the Brigade at sunrise, the bloody battle raging until that evening with countless innocent rabbits massacred in the onslaught.  Just as the sun was beginning to set, the Legion made it to the Elder Lodge where the Legion Sovereign, Epica’s father, confronted the Elders of the Lodge to seek retribution for his son.  There he learned of the Brigade’s Stone of Infinite Miracles and their fears of having it stolen by the evil Legion.  Epica’s father at once realized what had transpired and innocent rabbits who had lost their lives that day fell heavy on his soul.  The sword he had pulled to revenge the death of his son soon pierced his own heart, a self-inflicted wound that brought an end to the evil war. 

***

It was a cool heaven bright evening as we made our way back to the bungalow after our meals at the Flying Star.  There was a news show on the radio and it was speaking of the constitutionality of the National Days of Prayer that is observed on the first Thursday of May when the president and Congress ask Americans to turn to God in prayer.  Eddie asked Rachel if she believed in the power of prayer.

Rachel told the story of how when she was a young girl, around 6 years old or so, she had gone to stay for a week with her grandmother who was a devout fundamental Christian.  During her stay, her grandmother wanted to ensure that little Rachel was saved and had been blessed by the spirit of her Lord.  The second evening of her stay, her grandmother sat her down in a chair in the center of a dimly lit silent room.  She began praying for her, asking God to fill her with the Holy Spirit and to fill her mouth with his words.  Her grandmother in her prayers said that she would not stop until Rachel spoke in tongues and the spirit of the Lord had manifested himself through her.  Little Rachel began to cry and pray as well, asking God to make her grandmother stop praying for her.  She was scared.  But her grandmother did not stop, she kept going on and on praying for the miracle.  When she realized that her grandmother did not plan to stop praying and God was not helping her to give up, Rachel decided she would do all that she knew to do.  So she faked speaking in tongues, talking in jibberish as she had heard the faithful do in her grandmother’s church, letting flow a random stream of made up words and sounds.  Her grandmother cried and rejoiced in the goodness of the Lord and thanked him for the miracle.  That was the last time that Rachel had prayed.

When we made it back to the house, Rachel said she wanted to offer us desert and set to making her Fruit Nachos which were baked cinnamon-sugar pita chips topped with fresh cut fruits and served with her own recipe cream cheese fruit dip.  It was a wonderful treat that we all shared as we watched a documentary on ancient astronauts.  We made out the bed turned off the television as Rachel excused herself to bed.  I had just begun to doze off when stirred a bit and spoke softly.

“I’m sorry.”

I asked him what for and there was a pause, a curious pause.  

“Just…just about everything.”

“I’m sorry too.  For you.”

“I know,” he said.

Then he said something he had never said to me.  Something that no man had ever said to me apart from my father.

“I love you.”

“I know,” I said.   

***

That night I had two dreams that I could remember.

In the first I was at a carnival and I was traversing the crowded midway where poster carnies barked their calls from their shady game joints.  I was walking with Elizabeth Tomorrow who I had met in Oklahoma City, but we weren’t really together, just walking close to each other.  It seemed I was with a large group of people, but I wasn’t sure who any of them were.  I was holding a giant snow cone in front of me that was perfectly striped in rainbow colors, read and orange and yellow and green and blue and purple, all the way around the mound of crushed ice.  I was excited to delve in, but when I took a bite of the delicious looking cone, there was no taste other than that of plain water ice.  I kept biting and biting all the way around and out of all of the colors and still there was no taste.  And then the horrifying, one of my teeth crumbled in my mouth and crushed itself with the ice.  And then another, and another and another until my entire mouth of teeth had crumbled and crushed into the tasteless ice.  I looked around in embarrassment with my mouth full of crushed teeth to see that everyone on the crowded midway had turned and were laughing in my direction, their gaping empty smile holes screeching loudly.

In my second dream, I was back in high school and it was close to the end of senior year.  I was walking down the circular hallway enjoying a break from my busy class schedule.  But suddenly I realized that I really wasn’t supposed to be on a break and that I had been forgetting to go to an important class that I needed to pass to graduate.  So I began to run around the now empty circular hallway to find the class, but it has been so long that I can’t remember where it is.  I just keep running and running in panic driven circles around the round building.  When I finally do find the class, I enter to learn that it is final exam day and I have no knowledge of the topics to be covered in the test.  I began to sob in my desk und ether realization that I had failed.
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“Anything in life is possible…as long as you are willing to give up everything.”

We made our way back to the outlined Interstate and continued westward.  I was driving again and glad to have resumed the responsibility, although I had enjoyed being able to observe the passing scenery without the fear of swerving into oncoming traffic and killing innocent travelers.  We drove for about an hour before exiting off at 102 to perol up and grab a quick Big Breakfast at the McDonald’s at the Sky City Travel Center next to the Sky City Casino.  There is something not very “real” about a Big Breakfast from McDonald’s, but it filled my belly and the caffeine boost from the Splenda sweetened tea did my system well.

We ate there in the fast life restaurant, sitting in a booth adjacent to a normal American family, a husband and wife with three normal American kids.  But the parents were harsh creatures, their stress strained faces in a constant scowl as they commanded and yelled and cursed at their children who didn’t seem phased by their actions.  Eddie and I were both saddened by the display, him asking how they expected their children to respect them if they didn’t respect their children, that parents need to focus more on guidance and less on attempted domination.  I just wanted to get away from the scene.  And we did.

***

I really appreciated the sparse yet dynamic landscape that defined New Mexico.  Curious dark brown ant hill dirt rock mounds colored and provided context to the flat desert planes that extended out horizontal from the long plain road.  Tower-storm mountains loomed to the south engulfed by snowy black clouds as we entered Arizona, the “Grand Canyon State”.

 Eddie had asked me to drive because he wanted to call his father who he had not spoken to in quite some time, although he had not been specific on how long it had actually been.  He wanted to again hear the story of how his mother had came to pass away at such a young age.  He had been told as a young boy, but he thought the story may have become twisted and contorted over time and he wanted to straighten it all out.

The sky had turned tube television gray as Eddie stumbled and quivered through the conversation.  A thick heavy snow soon fell white, our progress slowing as I struggled to see ahead through the dense veiled desert.

I came to learn after his phone conversation that the rest of Eddie’s life after the death of his mother had been burdened with abandoned sadness and disappointment.  His mother’s family rejected him and his blessed brother and was never again a visible part of their existence.  His miraculously emotionally recovered father was married three short weeks later to a mousy frump of a lady he had met at a deliverance Holy Ghost tent revival.  As a child, Eddie assumed that his father had married so quickly simply because he had not truly loved his martyred saint mother and that he also didn’t want the full responsibility of taking care of the two young children.  This had made Eddie a sad boy.

Eddie’s father cheated on his new wife with Eddie’s best friend’s mother.  Eddie saw this.  His father was physically abusive to his new wife.  Eddie saw this.  His father was a bitter angry man who regularly proclaimed with a sharp dragon tongue that he was going to kill the whole family, drive them off a rocky cliff, as they didn’t deserve the breath of life.  This also made Eddie a sad boy.  

Eddie’s father and his mousy wife had an unholy child together.  

Three lonely gloom years later his father, who had still never played catch or army or hide-n-seek with any of his children, stopped Eddie’s small town school bus on a county dust road, quickly loaded him and his brother into the fully-packed camper Ford pickup truck and off they went, from tired Oklahoma to rural deep Missouri never to see their stepmother again.  They would not see their half brother for another fifteen years as his father would rather not pay child support than be a part of his life.  This also made Eddie a sad boy.

This had actually been his not-so-fatherly father’s third dead marriage, he had been married once before Eddie’s beloved mother and had produced two children with her, a boy and a girl.  He had deceitfully cheated on and physically abused his first wife as well.  He would not see those two children, the boy and the girl, until they had both reached young adulthood and themselves found him through the Social Security Administration.  Eddie never could understand how his father had been able to give up his children on the simple basis of avoiding the responsibilities of raising children.  He could not comprehend how he had not felt the desire and need to be an important part of their young lives.  It made him too feel very unspecial.

Eddie said that the majority of his life had been spent trying to determine why his father had so apparently selfishly done the things that he did.  He had never been able to conclude whether he was acting out on an equally rough abandoned life or if he had simply lacked the ability to be aware of the inspired beauty in his own life.  The ability to love.  

Eddie’s father’s father had also been abusive, both physically to his devoted wife as well as sexually to his innocent daughter, his father’s only sibling.  As a curious free thinking teenager, Eddie’s father began to explore various world religions, reading extensively about many faiths including Christianity, Islamism, Buddhism, even Satanism.  In his explorations he began to experiment with a simple dime store Ouiji Board.  Beyond rational explanation, the kid aisle game seemed to actually work.  He introduced the window to an apparent spirit world to his father, demonstrating to him how it had been mysteriously answering his specific life questions.  His father was hooked.

Eddie’s grandfather and grandmother began to use what they thought to be the demon witch board on a daily basis, making all of his important, and not so important, life decisions according to the messages that the ancient spirits were seemingly transmitting to him.  His grandfather even went so far as to leave out milk and fresh chocolate chip cookies for their enjoyment.  His entire reality became distorted by the apparent connection and emotional reliance on this alternate dimension world.  They had made friends with several others who used such methods of communication including a purported high master of the Rosicrucian order who had been informed that Eddie’s grandfather was to commit suicide.  In an act of self-fulfilling the prophecy, he took a loaded Smith & Wesson .44 caliber handgun out to the backyard and put a bullet through his brain.  

Simple as that.

***

The sun shown bright as we entered the Petrified Forest National Park, the past southern sky still dark and ominous.  The large sign at the park entrance said:

“Take a moment to explore Petrified Forest National Park.  You may discover more than vast views, fossils, a long history, clean air, and quiet.  You may discover yourself.”  

The park cost $10 to drive through, but we were both happy to share the expense.  We crossed over the Sante Fe railroad just as a train was passing.  The Puerco River was nothing more than a dried up sandy bed.  It was windy and bitter cold and honestly quite uncomfortable when we stepped out to enjoy the scenery.  Eddie wore mismatched scarf and gloves and hat.  I said people would think he was a crazy lunatic looking the way he did.  He said that would be their issue and that he could not take the responsibility to manage the perceptions of everyone around him, only his perception of everyone around him.  I told him that he still looked like a homeless alley rat.  I think he liked it.

The lunar gray tepees of earth made me feel like an astronaut just walking onto a new planet.  But there were other footprints and this actually made me a bit sad as I truly wished I had been the first to make the discovery of that world.  But in retrospect I am glad that others had been able to experience what I had.  As my eyes roamed over the chunks of rock wood that lay strewn like lawn ornaments against a magnificent landscape, I finally understood a bit more clearly what Eddie had been saying.  I realized that there really is only one love, one connecting emotion that draws us to peace and joy, and that love is the awareness of beauty.  At that moment I felt overwhelmed by the beauty that I perceived in my surroundings, of that moment and place in time, and I realized that I was truly in love.

***


As we exited the park, we headed west along highway 180 along miles and miles of barbed wire that had corralled thousands of tumble weeds in its clutches.  We drove about 19 miles until we arrived in Holbrook, AZ on Route 66 and made a stop at Mr. Maestras Family Restaurant which boasted the “Best Food In Town”.  The diner was decorated with western artifacts and newspapers/photos and classic radios and toys and lunch boxes and so on.  I ordered the roast beef with french fries and salad with ranch.  It was very plain home style cooking and I was not terribly impressed, especially after such a high self-recommendation.  I was also disappointed that the jukebox showed to be out of order.  Our table sat by a long glass cabinet that displayed southwestern jewelry and petrified wood pieces and other related curios items.  My favorite part of the restaurant was actually the front door that closed itself by a weighted pulley bucket of petrified wood.


An elderly lady sat in the table across from us, alone.  She was gray and chapped and spoke with an odd lisp, perhaps from a stroke.  She was talking to the waitress who did not seem to be carrying much interest.  She was talking about her past as the elderly often do.  About how she had lived in the country for many, many years in an old house that had originally been her mother-in-law’s and her parents before and so on.  She worked in town at a diner and had ran off the road coming home one evening in the snow.  Her husband said enough of that and he sold the house and moved them into town.  As soon as the new owners had moved in, the house caught fire and, “burned up like a match,” she described with a click of her fingers.  She missed that house she was convinced had burned itself down because it missed them as well, a suicide by flame.  She said she still visited the place where the house once stood from time to time.

***

The menu said it was 180 miles to the south rim of the Grand Canyon.  It was already 3pm by that time and it would be getting dark by the time we got there so Eddie said we could visit on our way back home out of Vegas.  We headed back out, this time with Eddie at the helm, past the Chocca power plant and its mounds of coal and huffy puffy smoke stacks.

The air breathed sighs of snow and dust and heavy bold clouds hovered overhead like giant dirigibles as we drove underneath, the deep dark underbelly looked as if it were to collapse at any moment and crush us dead in our shit brown car. 
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“”

It was just west of Winslow, AZ that we came to signs for Meteor Crater, “The most well known, best preserved meteorite crater on Earth!”  Eddie saw everything as a once in a lifetime opportunity since any concept of a future is uncertain.  We exited off at Meteor Crater road and took the bare sandy road south to the Visitor Center where we parked and learned that the entrance fee was $15 per person which seemed entirely too high.  But Eddie quickly paid for the both of us and we made our way through the turnstyles and into the Center.  I thanked him for paying and asked him if he thought it was too expensive.

“Oh, absolutely.  But I can’t imagine how $30 could every make or break me.  It is worth the gamble to ensure that I don’t pass up an experience and regret it in the future.  After all, we are nothing more than collections of experiences.  When we look back over our lives we remember the dramatic occurrences that had a great impact on us.  The more of these that we have, the longer our lives seem.  We don’t remember days where we did nothing, where we got up, went to work, came home, watched TV and went to bed.  All those days and years are lost and can’t ever be gotten back.  By allowing opportunities for memorable experiences, we give ourselves life!”

So he said.

Meteor Crater was created about 50,000 years ago by a 54-yard wide nickel-iron meteorite that slammed the planet plain at several miles per second.  The majority of the 300,000 metric ton rock vaporized during its heated descent and impact.  The fact that it had vaporized, however, was unknown to Daniel Barringer who had acquired the property containing the crater in 1903.  Mr. Barringer spent 27 years trying to locate a large deposit of meteoric iron that he estimated would be worth more than a billion dollars.  After determining that the deposit did not in fact exist, the Barringer family built a Visitor Center and turned the hole into a tourist attraction with an admission fee.

We perused the Center prior to visiting the viewing deck to learn more about the feature.  There were several interactive exhibits and displays related to meteorites as well as other aspects of space including asteroids and comets and our solar system and its relation to the universe.  I had always been extremely intrigued by the concepts of the universe, from the theories of its beginning to its incomprehensible size and how constrained our knowledge and experience can be due to distance and time.  How had billions upon billions upon billions of stars and planets developed from nothing?  It seemed so incredible.  Eddie said that our universe is probably just one of many fireworks set off for the entertainment of the Gods.  Perhaps at a family reunion or a major sporting event.

We finished our tour of the Center and a short video on “Collisions and Impacts” and made our way to the viewing deck that sat on the crater rim.  The valley stretched a mile wide and ominous, the vibrant color sky veiling it an imperial violet.  It was truly a view that puts everything in perspective.  I was leaning there, high over the deep wide indention when my first aphorism came to mind.  I asked Eddie to borrow his pen and hastily scrawled out in sea blue ink on the light white Meteor Crater ticket stub:

“Our most endearing perceptions of beauty elicit the heights of our joy, and the depths of our sorrows.”

I showed it to Eddie who read and slowly breathed, “Yes…yes,” and then gazed back out over the pit.

***


We concluded our visit at the crater and jumped back on the westbound Interstate passing town signs for “Two Guns” and “Canyon Diablo”.  It began to snow again as we entered the Colgcino National Forest, elevation 6000 feet, with signs that cautioned of winter conditions.  The snow became thicker and thicker, a deep heavy blizzard snow that made progress slow and treacherous, the way progress often is.  We were winding upwards towards Flagstaff through the gray white sheet and decided it would be best to stop over in town to let the storm pass.


We exited off to a Motel 6, Eddie saying that they are nowhere the nicest, but the least expensive of the hotel chains and that a bed is a bed, shelter is shelter, sleep is sleep.  He went inside to pay for the room as I sat outside.  The radio crackled a country station that had broken through the relentless wall.  


“Well, you never know just how good you’ve got it
Till you ain’t got it no more


You never know just how high you’re flyin’


Till you fall straight down on the floor.

All I can do now is just to moan the blues


And dream about what I had before


You never know just how good you’ve got it


Till you ain’t got it no more.”

I couldn’t see the mountains that I assumed to surround us but I starred at the great wall and imagined magnificent noble peaks as a mad man watching white noise static on a lifeless television.  


Eddie came back out to the car and said that the attendant said it had been snowing all day there, but that it should be clearing up over the night.  We circled around to the back of the building where our room was located.  It was a plain room of course.  Bright white blank walls with no hint of tone, a small television on a cheap pressed dresser, and two short thin beds covered with bright purple mauve comforters that proved to be neither comfortable nor comforting.


We had grown hungry so we decided to slip slide our way across the street to the diner that had advertised a Big Country Breakfast for $3.95.  The diner was quiet with only one other couple present to eat.  There was a football game on the television but I don’t recall who was playing.  The waitress came over to take our order after we had picked a booth, pulling herself away from the game she had been watching.  Eddie asked if it was a good game and she said it had been, but the team she was rooting for was currently losing.  Eddie said that being behind is not losing unless they end up losing.  Her team could come back and win which would actually make them winning at the moment.  It was all relative he supposed, but the waitress seemed slightly confused and possibly a tad irritated as she asked for our drinks.


We both ordered the Big Country Breakfast, I having 2 scrambled eggs and bacon and hashbrowns and french toast, Eddie opting for the pancakes instead of the french toast.  The other couple sat a few booths away and, while they did not necessarily seem agitated or unhappy, their lack of conversation seemed to denote a discomfort with the present.  They seemed to be in their own places, disconnected from each other.  And possibly from themselves.


That was never the feeling with Eddie.  Conversation always came easy with him.  He was always thinking and sharing and explaining and asking about the big picture, general ideas of life and the human condition.  To the majority who are not so concerned with such topics, this could be severely overwhelming.  But it was by no means intentional, he couldn’t understand how everyone wasn’t thinking about the same things.  Our conversation that evening was long and deep and actually very fulfilling as good conversation often is.

***

We had finished up our meals and headed back to the motel through the cold black heavy night.  We both took showers and settled down to televised relaxation.  

Eddie shuffled the small television through several blurred channels, finally resting on a movie that I had never seen and never did get the name of.  The movie was set in the not so distant future where, due to significant advancements in nano and bio-technologies, the distinction between robots and humans had become highly confused and debated.  In a scene set in an immaculate white research lab where everything seemed to glow, a Jewish scientist was interacting with a robotic humanoid during which he referred to the male prototype as an artificial life form.  The humanoid, called Demetrius, seems perplexed and asks the scientist why he had referred to him in that manner.  The scientist, in a polite yet matter-of-fact tone, responds that it is because human scientists had created him and that his existence had not been natural. 

“I still don’t understand Doctor,” replies Demetrius, “Do you not believe yourself that you too have been created by your God?”

***


That night I had a dream that I was in a long florescent-lit green hallway in a hospital.  I was pushing a gurney with a heavily damaged body lying atop.  The body had blood flowing from ears and nose and mouth.  It was I lying on the gurney.  I was pushing myself fast towards a set of gray window swinging doors at the end of the hallway.  But the longer and faster that I ran, the further and further the doors seemed to be.  My panic quickened as the hallway continued to narrow and lengthen and the wheels began to shake and I began to lose the hope of saving myself.

***


When I awoke in the morning I didn’t know where I was.  The shades had been drawn tight and the room glowed darkly.  I couldn’t place anything in the hollow space, only vague shapes of refracted life.  I felt a gradual panic as I waited for my recollection to collect.  Had I awoken in an alternate reality?  Had I been transported against my will?  Had I died?  I lied helpless and alone, scouring my mind to recall my surroundings.  And then there it was, back to my point in space and time, back to our room at the Motel 6.
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The next morning when we awakened we were pleased to see that the blinding snow had subsided.  The sun stood intense bold over the high mountain town, its rays piercing and painful as they bounced from the snow like deflected laser beams.  


Eddie checked us out of the Motel 6 and we meandered across the sloshy street and back to the restaurant for a Big Country Breakfast second helping.  We both ordered the same exact meal as we had ordered the previous night from the same exact waitress that had served us.  Except now she was wearing a different work outfit, a baby blue trucker uniform with an American flag patch and a Flagstaff patch and another large ironed on patch that read, “Country Host Restaurant.”  She was portly and polite this morning and appeared to be of Native American descent. 

Eddie said that he had awoken with an interesting storyline and he wanted to tell it to me.  He wasn’t sure if it was from a dream he had or simply a waking thought.  It was set in the not-so-distant future.  New laws have been passed to address inequalities and the privileges experienced by the above average in attractiveness.  A classification agency has been established to classify citizens based on their attractiveness on a 1-10 scale.  Those who have been classified as 1-3 were offered free reformation operations to bring them up to a 4.  They could pay additionally to be brought up to a 5 or a 6.  1-3’s have been unionized and once they become a 4 or higher, they were still considered a protected class because of their past histories.  All jobs related to being attractive, such as models, have been outlawed.  Lawsuits by the lower protected classes have made it too risky for employers to hire 7-10’s who quickly become “unemployable”.  7-10’s are offered free job placement and educational assistance if they voluntarily undergo a deformation operation to bring them down to a 6 or lower.  This included the disfiguring of noses, broadening of foreheads and the induction of cellulite that has been removed and processed from 1-3’s.  It has been estimated that each number strata earned approximately $500,000 more or less in a lifetime than the number below or above them. 

The story could be told through the perspective of various “numbers” that are experiencing the repercussions of the social and physical changes.  

It was an interesting storyline that produced interesting questions.  I told Eddie of the idea that I had conjured that night, of an upscale biker bar called The Lever and Stroke.  I had never seen an upscale biker bar, undoubtedly for good reason.  The food came fast and plentiful.  We finished our meals and walked back to the car and headed to the next-door Conoco to fuel up.

The air was clear now and I could see the big pine mountains that we were now a part of.  We got back on the Interstate and continued on, through the Kaibob National Forest.  It was like driving through a winter postcard or a Bud Light commercial.  As we descended further into the valley below, the tall pines disappeared and the short nameless evergreen shrubs reemerged.

I had noticed a more relaxed sense of peace gliding through the desert.  Big cities have such great tension, the obvious struggle for attention and progress and survival.  And wooded landscapes seemed so cold and dark and suspicious.  But the desert, it just was, clear and pure and honest and open for the universe to behold.  And behold we did!  The big sky horizon shook vibrant bright like an exploding tanline, and all we could do was glide, forward as rocket men into the belly of the death smoke world.

***

I will take a moment here and further explain Eddie’s line of thought as he would share in pieces over the rest of our trip.  It was on that train from Prague to Vienna that it occurred to him the idea that love is the awareness of beauty and the essence of humanity.  In his vision of thought, he saw the beginning of humanity living in harmony with nature.  Natural selection had provided these early humans with genetic instincts to be attracted to healthy members of the opposite sex for reproduction and to vibrant and verdant environments to provide adequate sustenance for survival.  As a strong and effective survival mechanism, this awareness began to evolve with emotional responses becoming more intense culminating into what we now call love.  With this evolved sense, however, came the awareness of its antithesis, the natural sense of anti-beauty, the repulsion that signifies a danger to safety and survival.  Man now had the awareness of the struggle and strife inherent in nature and thus ended humanities harmony with nature.

Man was now an individual in a fight against nature in this struggle for survival.  This was man’s first idea, the knowledge of good and evil.  From the experience of this ultimate dichotomy blossomed more and more contradictions that sparked the evolvement of reason, in itself a survival mechanism to effectively survive in the constant struggle of man against nature.

With this concept alive and excited in his mind, Eddie began to apply this epistemological theory to his current life.  How could this theory help us understand ourselves better and how do we get back to a state of harmony, a life of peace?

He realized that logically, the synthesis of a dichotomy simply creates another dichotomy as everything has its opposite, its antithesis, its contradiction.  Therefore, peace can only come from the transcendence of dichotomies.  Nietzsche was correct; we should go beyond good and evil.  The concept was fairly obvious he said.  There will never be peace between races, religions, classes, etc., until each lets go of, rises above and transcends their differences.  When we begin to focus on our perceptions of the beauty of the whole, these dichotomies lose their definition and importance, giving harmony and peace the ability to prosper.

So he said.

***

The moon hung in the western morning skyline like the God star leading the Wisemen to the messiah.  We passed a large semi box trailer that appeared to be sitting in a junk lot on the side of the Interstate.  In big bold letters it said, “THE YANKS ARE COMING LADEN KISS YOUR ASS GOODBYE.”  I am not sure Bin Laden ever had the opportunity to see that trailer.

It was past the trailer that we finally started seeing cacti.  But there were none of the tall ones, the ones with arms that have mustaches and wear sombreros in cartoons.  These were the small short stubby varieties that probably wouldn’t have made such interesting characters.  The mountains began to morph into large mounds of rust colored dirt.  It was entering Kingman that we were informed of being at the “Heart of Route 66.”  We took exit 48 there for Beale St. and N93 which lead north towards Las Vegas.  There were no twelve-bar blues or neons or flipping buskers on this Beale St. though.  Just small desert town and sand.  It wasn’t long before we reached the Lake Mead National Recreation Area that proved a scenic location with its crumple wrinkle folds of mountains and winding road.

***

We saw signs for Hoover Dam and decided we would stop off to witness the massive human marvel.  We parked in the free parking area by the bridge and walked across to a center point to observe the flowing concrete mass as it funneled the still blue reserved waters of Lake Mead fed by the Colorado River.  The gentle mountains stretched out from behind the structure with their straight white water marks creating a defined band between turquoise water and gray brown stone.  The dam stood 726 feet high and 1,244 feet wide and had taken five years and 112 lives to build.

It was still windy but much warmer than the previous day.  Eddie commented about how funny it is that we are so awed and amazed at large things.  Like tall mountains, broad trees, stretching oceans, the rich and famous.  He thought it was probably some type of left over survival instinct, a reverence for the large and powerful that encouraged us to respect and yet fear to a degree, to maintain our distance to avoid danger.  Perhaps closely related to the instinctual respect and fear of heights.

Tourists crowded along the bridge to view the spectacle.  People of obvious varying cultures, retired American couples, families with road weary children and cameras, gasping and pointing and snapping at the giant wonderwall as it sliced through the innocent valley.

It was as we stood and stared at the bound river that I remembered a kayaking camping trip Jenna and I had taken early one Fall.  We had just eaten and were sitting on the river bank, tossing pebbles and drinking wine and watching the water as it wound its way around and over rocks without a choice.  We were talking about life and dreams as we often did and I told her that my only really goal in life at that moment was to make enough money to ensure that if something were to happen to me, if I were to die, that she would not have to worry about what to do.  And at the moment I really meant it.  She was all I cared about.  Tears began to stream down her soft cheeks as she turned to look into my eyes the way she did.  She asked me not to talk or think about such things, that she could not imagine her life without me there.  She leaned over and put her arms around my neck and her tear damp cheeks against mine.

“Precious, please never say that again.”

I had failed another day. 
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“An individual’s value in life is not dependent on the thoughts of others, but rather on the thoughts of himself.”

It was a fairly short drive from the great Hoover into the international hub of debauchery that is Las Vegas.  It was daylight as we arrived, so my romantic hopes of driving slow and awed under a billion waiting lights was not to be fulfilled.  The entrance via the interstate was a bit dull actually, spans of drab suburban houses stretched and yawned and chocked up the desert valley.  Cookie cut houses with cookie cut people with cookie cut cars and cookie cut thoughts.  America loves cookies.

There was a story on the radio news that caught our attentions.  It was about a group of seven young teenage girls who had made a suicide pact and had fulfilled it by jumping off a seventeen-story building while holding hands.  On the rooftop prior to jumping, each of them had posted to their social network pages what they hoped would be mentioned when their deaths were covered by the media.

The first read, “Spend time with your children, your attention is the most important thing in their world.”

The second read, “Instead of hurting someone to make yourself feel better, try doing something kind.”

The third read, “Being different does not mean being wrong.”

The fourth read, “You probably believe that you believe something you don’t actually believe.  Question everything.”

The fifth read, “It’s ok not to be perfect, it’s the only reason you are here.”

The sixth read, “Break hearts gently.”

The seventh read, “Please don’t molest your children.  It really hurts.”

The story was being covered on a local news segment and I don’t believe it ever gained national attention.

We passed a billboard that advertised the El Cortez Hotel saying, “The Place That Bugsy Built.”  Eddie informed me that this was the hotel we were staying in at the heart of the original Fremont strip.  He had reserved our room online for $15 a night for four nights, with the next two nights being free which averaged to only $10 a night.  He had been very proud of this bargain find.

We pulled off to the Fremont exit that was conveniently close to our hotel.  Eddie parked in the round-a-bout low-ceiling parking garage.  We quickly unloaded our baggage and found our way to the hotel lobby.  This was Vegas and what a sight it was.  (description) I didn’t feel like we fit in with this vision of sad decay, at least I hoped we didn’t.

It was still early afternoon as we made our way up to our room in the stuffy perfumed elevator.  We had been made exhausted from our travels, as travels so often do, so we decided to take a short nap before venturing out into the evening and onward towards Eddie’s quest which I still didn’t quite understand.  But I was all for taking a nap.  Our room was small but clean and well appointed.  The beds were tall and soft with comforting bedding and I fell asleep quick and deep.

***

During my nap I had a dream.  In my dream I was walking along the side of a sun burnt desert highway attempting to hitchhike with no cars in site.  As I walked along, hot and tired and thirsty with backpack in tow, a large spacecraft suddenly presented itself in the glare blue sky.  It approached closer and closer until making a gentle smooth landing in the sand desert flatland that stretched out before me.  As the ship came to a soft standstill, a door slowly opened and a stairway dropped from the vessel down to the warm course earth.  I stood and watched, anticipating an otherworldly life form to descend.  A green alien or a white glowing giant or a translucent specter of energy.  But what descended was a familiar looking, average sized white human male with brown hair and wearing a t-shirt and shorts and canvas shoes.  It was I who descended those stairs.  And the I, who had descended, spoke to myself in a clear and distinct voice.

“You have to die in order to live.”

I awoke instantly to the sound of my own voice.

***

I awoke prior to Eddie and let him sleep as I took a long warm shower and regained full consciousness.  I was humored a bit by the t-shirt that I pulled from my bag when I went to dress.  It was a band shirt given to me by friends who had played regularly at my old music venue.  It was black with turquoise birds and a piano and their band name in a scrolled out font, “Too Beautiful to Die.”

It was during that shower that the idea of writing this book actually occurred to me.  Why it had not after the Ungame question was a mystery, but I decided, if only for myself, that I would write a recount of our adventure.  I sat back in bed and continued my journal writings, this time in greater detail of what had happened to that point, as Eddie continued to sleep.

It was a couple of more hours before Eddie woke.  He had driven most of the way and his crazy mind never seemed to stop, I was actually kind of surprised he woke up at all.  But he did and he was excited to head out.  Neither of us had been to the city as I have mentioned and all we had known was derived from shallow television and glamorized mobster movies.  We were anxious to see for ourselves.

It was pure night as we exited the hotel to Fremont Street.  As we approached the crosswalk that led across Las Vegas Boulevard and into the million bulb bright Fremont Experience, we noticed a man standing to the corner side with a  broad hand-written sign.  He was of average height and thin with dark tan skin and dark thick hair covering his head and face.  His pierce blue eyes scanned slowly and quietly across the blurry eyed crowds as they passed.  His sign read:

I AM JESUS

SEXUAL SIN+GREED

LEAD TO HELL.  BE SOBER

DON’T CURSE, SMOKE, GAMBLE

OR LIE.  HELP THE HOMELESS,

TELL ALL THE LORD HAS

RETURNED!  ASK 4 PRAYER

PHOTOGRAPH THIS SIGN & SHARE IT WITH OTHERS

FIGHT CORPORATE GREED + BE A

NON-CONSUMER!  BOYCOTT THOSE

WHO ABUSE OTHERS + OUR WORLD!

I’VE BEEN ARRESTED MANY TIMES FOR

PREACHING IN LAS VEGAS + MANY POLICE

+ JUDGES ARE GUILTY OF TREASON

That was when Eddie and I found Jesus.

Eddie was amazed and immediately approached the man to make his acquaintance. (Details)


We spent the next few hours with Jesus.  People passed and mocked and scorned and even spat.  To each he said he was sorry, but without belief in him, they were going to Hell.  We were astounded.  He seemed to truly believe that he was the second coming.  Or did he?  It was hard to tell.  There seemed to be a slight internal struggle of doubt, but this was shadowed by his faith and the implied duty of his vision.  He needed to save souls and what better place to do so than Las Vegas where the whole world comes to give their soul.


Eddie laughed his laugh and said how incredible that was and that we too had come to Las Vegas on a soul saving mission.  Jesus asked what the meant and Eddie stood quiet.  What did he mean?  Why had we traveled across space and time to be at that place for that purpose?  And then he said it.  “I’m really not sure.”  For the first time since our trip began, I saw sadness creep deep into his eyes.  “I guess I just have a story to share.  Much like yours, it’s a story about beauty and peace and love.  It’s the story of humanity and our place in this world.  I have come to share that story in the hopes that it can be as beneficial for another as it has been for me.”


He then proceeded to share the story with Jesus.  A sermon on the corner to the holiest of holies.  In a strange way, I think Jesus understood and even almost agreed with Eddie.

***

The depressed economy had the celebrity impersonators out in mass.  (List of celebs)  Some wearing cheap store bought bulk market costumes while others donned impeccably detailed handmade creations.  Homeless bummed dudes toiled in garbage cans as they wore bail bondsmen imprinted t-shirts as if they were endorsed spokesperson celebrities.  Anyone can be a celebrity in Las Vegas.

Eddie asked me how I would attempt to make money if I was stuck in a strange city with no acquaintances and absolutely no money.  I thought for a moment and came up with nothing.  I had no obvious talents and that distressed me honestly.  I asked him what he would do knowing that he played no instruments, couldn’t sing or dance and wouldn’t be able to stand near still enough to be a human statue.  He said he had pondered that question throughout his European travels and all he had come up with was to talk, to allow people to share conversations and ideas and secrets.  He could sit on street corners and talk with anyone who felt the need to do so.  After all, as Roger Evans said, the world is full of lonely people.  I wasn’t sure how much money could be made, but I could just imagine the amazing stories one could hear by doing such a thing. 

A wide smile older lady stopped Eddie to wink and tell him that she liked his t-shirt.  A candidate running for a local governmental office had been given to him at a fair.  It was a green shirt and had printed a white feline school mascot with red lips planted on it.  It said, “Kiss Me, I’m a Cougar.” 
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“Attraction is what draws us in, beauty is what keeps us there.”

We walked up to The Beauty Bar, a trendy retro nightspot themed as a beauty salon.  The bar had been opened in 2004 and had been retrofitted with the furnishings of the Capri Salon of Beauty that had been in Trenton, New Jersey in the late fifties.  It was very chic.  Very cool.  Essentially the antithesis of me.  But I loved it.

Eddie said had something he needed to tell me.


“I don’t really know that I came here to save a soul.  I’m not even sure I know what that means.  After leaving me, Sarah moved here to work, I am assuming as a bartender.  She needed a change.  I haven’t spoken to her since.  I think I just wanted to see her new home.  To somehow feel close to her again.  To experience one more time the reality of my greatest perception of beauty.  Maybe I am here to save my own soul.  I don’t know.  I think I may have misled you as well as myself and I am deeply sorry for that.”


Eddie had been chasing a tornado just as I had been.

***

Our bartenders name was Amanda.  I did not catch her last name.  She had several loud tattoos and spoke with a very soft voice.  Her black hair was eccentrically pinned around her head with several red shoots exploding from the neat mess.  Metallic glitter sparkled from her eyes and a lush pink glow emanated from her lips.  She was beautiful.  She had moved to Vegas three years prior because she had heard it was easy to make money there.  Easy money, after all, was what had brought everyone to the desert town in the first place.  America love easy money.

After serving another customer, she asked us what we were doing in town.  Eddie said we were on an adventure.  He asked here what she considered the most adventurous thing in the city.  She laughed and said it was undoubtedly a night walk past “The Shoe”.  She said not even the locals would venture past The Shoe.
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We made our way out of the twinkle sparkle strip under an excited night sky of shooting light mass and time.  We angled our way across the empty Boulevard as we had done each evening.  It’s funny how such a simple act can change your life so dramatically.


As we stepped up and over the opposite cracked curb we were confronted by a crew of three trash thugs who effectively surprised us from a bank of hidden shadows.  They were young and able men in their late teens, early twenties.  The smallest and seemingly youngest of the group brandished a quivering knife.  It was a radiant piece that gleamed and flickered in the magic desert night like electric fire.


The broader and taller of the trio who had a slanted jaw and a southern hellish drawl commanded that we empty our pockets and hand over everything we had.  


“I don’t give a shit what the fuck it is, I mean goddamn everything!”


I had never been in this type of situation before and was completely surprised and dumbed by the immense suddenness and intensity of the circumstances.  I fumbled for my wallet and cellphone and keys and change and whatever else I had blankly stuffed in my pockets throughout the day.  The other of the gang, the middle one with freckle pale skin and close hollow eyes, motioned us to give what we had to him.  I dropped some change and my keys while trying to cram it all in his clammy claw hands.


Eddie did not seem to be adjusting very quickly to the events as they were progressing.  It was almost as if he had separated himself from what was occurring, as if he was standing outside the moment trying to rationalize the situation and motivations behind the individuals and their actions.  The lack of any sensible conclusion had left him frozen in an empty vacuum void.  


“Did you not hear me you stupid faggot, I said empty your goddamn pockets,” barked the demon rube.


Eddie snapped to and reached in his front linen pockets to remove several slips of scrap paper, a marker and the remaining aphorism cards from the day. 

“This is all I have,” said Eddie as he extended and attempted to place the items into the confused clammy claws of the middle man.    

And the excited night sky collapsed.


“You stupid mother fucker,” the youngest hoodlum scathed as he lurched forward with his electric fire knife extended, immediately piercing Eddie’s soft belly tissue and violently and deeply yanking up and then out.


Eddie gasped and folded and crumbled to the gritty sidewalk.  With his shaking hands now covered in crimson raw blood, the little crook bent down, briskly frisking Eddie’s linen pockets in search of something more.  He found nothing.


“Dude, let’s go, let’s get the fuck out of here,” commanded one of the others.  I honestly can’t tell you which.  

What followed was a slow dream motion of sweeping technicolor blurs and high-frequency static and the stench of metallic death.  I fell down to my knees and leaned over Eddie with tremble numb hands, desperately clambering over his clinched fists and gaping stomach hole trying to help suppress the gushing flow of blood.  He was breathing, but not easily.  A trickle of blood had escaped his mouth and was traversing down the creased lines of his grimacing face.

“Wow…this really…really sucks,” I recall him saying, to which I told him to hold still and not speak, that everything was going to be ok.

Headlights blazed golden like angel heaven as a slow car stopped on the road before us.  A middle-aged gray gentleman shouted persuasively on his cellphone as he exited the vehicle and hurriedly approached to let us know that an ambulance was on their way. 

The golden brightness soon flickered out and was followed by desperate darkness and an infinite moment of hollow time, then the sudden screeching whirlwind of radiant whites and reds and blues.  Eddie was removed from my horror soaked arms, lifted, strapped and lifted again into the ominous hold of the cold-white emergency vehicle.  I climbed in and sat fixed to the side as we raced and Emergency Medical Technicians practiced emergency medical techniques to provide life oxygen and halt the death flow.

The panic rush from the ambulance into the florescent glow emergency room was an alter-dimensional horror film sequence without subtitle instructions to help interpret the reality of what was happening.  There was vivid light and sharp sounds and the distinct smell of fear, but no cohesion, no sense of rationality, just an array of pulsating sense responses.  

A set of gray window swinging doors and a firm member of hospital staff halted my glazed pursuit as Eddie was wheeled through and down long tragic halls to awaiting latex surgeons for emergency procedures which they informed me could last for hours.

I was experiencing an acute stress reaction (psychological shock) and was given a strong sedative to help relax my hyper-distorted nervous system as I was forced to linger in the abandoned nether world waiting room.  Time crept and agonizing guilt set in as I fought to fend off the lethargy being brought on by the relentless medication.  I had absolutely no desire to sleep but lacked the strength and apparent will power that it would take to fight off the thick smothering darkness.

As I drifted I quickly fell into a powerfully lucid dream state.  In this dream state I again fell asleep and had a dream, a dream within a dream just as I had experienced before.  In this dream within a dream it was dark and I was running on a vast concrete gray Las Vegas hotel rooftop followed by Chloe and Roger Evans and Darth Vader and The Joker and all the other individuals we had met along our confusing journey.  I wasn’t quite sure if I was running from them or with them, but I was running and intensely fearful of whatever it was that I was fleeing from.  I slowed as I reached the edge of the towering building, hesitated, looked back, scared, looked forward and jumped feet-first into the deep glitter sky.

I fell paralyzed through the thick night air.  The crowded bustle sidewalk loomed fast and close and just as mortal impact was imminent, the dream went white, pure white.  

As I was engulfed by the immaculate whiteness I became aware that I was now slowly walking into an achromatic white room.  In this grand sterile space was only a simple white couch.  On the couch sat Eddie who was dressed in a white collarless long-sleeve shirt and loose white linen pants.  He was intently drawing with a white pencil on a large white paper pad as I approached.

He said nothing as I came near, but looked up, smiled and turned the great white pad for me to see his work.  It was a picture of me as I looked at the picture of me looking at the picture of me looking at the picture of me and on so far as my mind could fathom.

At that very instant, before I could say anything to him, an unknown force seized my powerless dream body from behind, snapping me up and backwards with great intensity and lightening burst speed.  I shot out of the bright white room and up through our Earth life sky, through the thin veil atmosphere and into the elastic hum of pre-orbital space.  I could see the wholeness of our poised planet as I continued to climb further and faster until the sphere had turned a minute speck in my expanded vision.  I was surrounded by endless space and sprawling galaxies when my ascent seemed to conclude.  Before me I could see all that I thought to be.

As I gazed and marveled at the infinite expanse, a strange and magnificent change occurred.  The cone of my vision, all that I had perceived before me, reversed.  My field of vision flipped and focused so that what I now saw was the exact inverse of what had been.  I saw the entirety of the universe in one grand view, with all angles diverging to one point, the center of that everything.  And at that midpoint, the absolute beginning of all angles, was I.

