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“It’s amazing how many times a day I fall in love.”
Those were the first words Eddie Kubrero said to start our peculiar journey.  We were traversing 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 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 can fill up on grilled bologna sandwiches and moon pies and cold Coors Light and take a step back in time to witness the pure classic infancy of true American Country music.  Where beer and tourists mingle and sway and dance and make sweet love until the early hours of the morning.  An escape to what seemed a more simple and genuine time.  An escape which I found myself taking advantage of regularly.  Undoubtedly too regularly.
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 1982 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 brown.  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 the fortunate circumstance that we would come upon any traveling hitchhikers to help along their way.  Plus it would get better gas mileage 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 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.  To throw a bolt into the wheel of the massive neon machine, to challenge the abyss with one single soul being saved a clear victory.  He found humor in the irony.  I honestly thought it was a bit silly, 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 agreed at once to his invitation.
***

Eddie and I had met about four years ago at a Nashville scene/be seen dive filled with trendy-indie beards and pin-up sleeve tattoos.  We both had gigs DJ’ing to the stragglers who hung around to drink cheap 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 drunk hipsters dance to Bel Biv Devoe, Color Me Badd and the like.  We both shared similar interests in non-guilty music and artsy foreign films and found pleasure in amateur philosophical discussions over slow pints of PBR.  Eddie quickly became the closest male friend I’ve ever had.  Jenna, my live-in girlfriend at the time, also became really good friends with Eddie’s girl Sarah which worked out rather nicely.
The four of us shared many excited weekends and holidays and vacations together.  Eddie and Sarah ended up getting married.  Eddie said he never really cared for the thought of marriage which he considered a dated 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 and 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 which 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 contained his warm sentiments in his own simple, endearing style.  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 crimson 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.  
***

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 thunder storms.  He waded into the bar as smooth as midnight, as if he had just stepped out for a lazy cigarette.  Except he didn’t smoke and it had been over four months since I had last seen or spoken to him.
I was at the Red Door (west) that evening, seeking comfort in my pints of Laughing Skull Amber Ale, alone.  Jenna had sadly ended our relationship a couple of months prior and, even though I suppose I had seen it coming for some time, I was still feeling intensely disoriented, alone.  I am not sure I had ever 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 obvious loss of weight.  He wore a grand open smile and presented a hearty embrace that saturated my shirt.  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 had been going for me.  And he meant it, he really wanted to know.  I remember thinking that Eddie was the only person I knew that asked 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.  And I am not entirely sure that was a joke.  But I really wasn’t in the mood to think or talk about myself and my sorrow situation, I really wanted to know about him, how he was and where he had been.
Eddie 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 always a choice.  After Sarah’s surprise and sudden leaving, Eddie realized he needed a new start of sorts, a push of the reset button.  He decided to give away most of what was left of the items they had collected to create their image of a home and 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 drunk yellow streets of the Bairro Alto.  Then it was the cramped overnight train to Madrid and on through France, Switzerland, Germany and eight other countries prior to flying back to the States from Rome.

Eddie said that he learned a lot from his travels.  Not just about the various countries and their differing cultures and ways of life, but about himself.  He talked of how liberating it had been to travel freely without being tied to phone calls and texts and social networks and expectations.  Instead he had been entirely dependent on the time and place and the beauty he perceived everywhere that he went.  He felt he had found peace for the first time in his life and he wanted to maintain what he had experienced to share that with others.  That was when he invited me to join on this peculiar journey.
***

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 been truly 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 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 can 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 farm house, 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 straight-away Interstate path.  Eddie felt that true America could only 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 am not so sure he truly believed in such concepts.
We passed through Parsons, TN where we stopped at Perry’s Market which was essentially just a simple country shed.  Eddie picked out a small basket of juicy sweet peaches and I grabbed a few crisp Gala 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 as Eddie talked of the beauty 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 spirit ghosts, Eddie thought that small town sports fields would be 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 road side 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 did not look at 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 nuts and bolts 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 cheesy smile.
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 mail boxes 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 Memphis 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 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, but he never had mention 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 house maid.  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 a few days 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 got 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 which he had only seen on television and in glossy magazines.  
Simple as that.

Eddie shared his stories.  He told Roger about Sarah and his broken heart soul and packing up his R.E.I. backpack and about his wondrous 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 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 inventions.  Eddie wanted to share some of these thoughts and he was heading to Vegas to do just that.  And he wanted to share one of those ticket stub aphorisms with Roger.
“Peace is immersion in the beauty involved in the present moment.”
Eddie felt that there is no peace dwelling in regret or guilt of the past.  That there is no peace when living in fear, stress or anxiety about the future.  Peace can only be found in the infinite present moment.  And it can only be found by living a life filled with inspired beauty.  We as individuals should engage in and cultivate relationships, jobs and hobbies in which we deeply experience beauty.  We should avoid settling for anything less as there is no peace, joy or love where there is no beauty.  And above all we should live a life according to a self perceived image of beauty, that we should be aware of the beauty in our thoughts, in our actions, in our being.  Only then can we truly love ourselves and only then can we truly love.

So he said.
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.  And I perceived the beauty of this place and felt an overwhelming sense of peace at that moment.
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 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 about spending time outdoors in the cool gray shadows of nature.  Roger was a straight up easy going 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 information on the numerous species he observed, the Sugar Maple and the Shagbark Hickory and the Carolina Buckthorn and on.  Eddie really loved all of the information and kept saying how amazing it was 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 wasn’t sure he had ever truly been at peace, that he had only ever known 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 we were created by a loving God in his own image.  The story does go that God created humanity out of loneliness so perhaps that would explain it, he said.  I had to agree with Roger at that time though.  Everyone is lonely.
We headed back up the brushy hillside to our elderly brown car 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 there, 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 backroads 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 black leather wallet and told him the short story about how a little old lady who had once been his neighbor had given him $20 when he was in a time of financial need.  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 backflips and cartwheels down the closed off street for tourist donations.
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.  I picked up a tasty red rum Hurricane from Silky O’Sullivans and gave the change to the flipping 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 named 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.
We decided to also 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.  
In a comical and remarkably child-like fantasy way, I most enjoyed 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 immense 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 Palmer and she was a photography student at the Memphis College of Art and Design.  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.  
He asked if she would happen to know where that sensational smoky smell of deliciousness was coming from.  She said of course and that she would be happy to take us there if we would like.  Eddie said of course and invited her to join us for dinner.  She said it would be her pleasure.  And off we went in anxious pursuit of our evening meal with our new-found 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 stop lights and muzzle loaders 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 as Chloe shared stories of her time in Memphis and her aspirations as a travel photographer to struggling countries.   
Eddie and I enjoyed her next-door warmth and felt extremely comfortable in a virtually familiar tone.  It then dawned on me as I was sitting and watching and listening to her speak that the reason our interactions seemed so familiar was because she exhibited a lot of the same physical and personal characteristics as Jenna.  A lot.
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 father was a bookkeeper by trade and her mother had stayed home to take care of her and her five older siblings.  Family was extremely important to Jenna and she wanted to have a large family herself someday.  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 it seemed a bit selfish to bear 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.  This became a significant issue in our more frequent discussions related to our future plans together and consequently led to the drawn-out demise of our five-year relationship.
I completely understood the reasons she had left and still loved and cared for her.  We had committed to staying friends indefinitely but had steadily grown further and further apart since our separation.  I tried to maintain the artificial 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.  I really enjoyed that time and place and the beauty of the experience.
***

Chloe had plans to attend a house venue dance punk party 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 the show 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 super added bonuses.
Chloe drove us in her navy ’95 Honda Accord and showed us all 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.
I perused the vinyl mural of band stickers that adorned the large format glass windows as the conversation transitioned to a discussion of movies and Miike’s Visitor Q which Eddie adored for its dark humor depiction of social taboo.  I noticed that several artists had left their adhesive mark on the Deli that had also performed at The Setlist those years ago.  The Effects.  Race For Titles.  Several others.  There were mixed feelings of pride and sadness there as I severally 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 story.

“You know,” injected Eddie, “I have been thinking a lot about Roger and what he said, about everyone being lonely.  I’ve been trying to determine a reason why it would seem so natural for humans to feel lonely even when we are in relationships or surrounded by other people.” 

At the time I really hadn’t put much more thought into the subject other than understanding and identifying with how Roger had felt.

“Do you think,” suggested Chloe, “that it may be a kind of subconscious fear of death and being alone at the end, of being buried and isolated for eternity.  So we have a desire to eliminate that fear by being in relationships and surrounding ourselves with people in this life, but maybe that instinct is so strong it never really works?”

“That is a very good consideration, and definitely a possibility.  One thought that I had myself is that it is simply the result of the idea that we can never truly know an object, only its qualities.  All of our relationships are completely subjective, we can only know by being and we can never be the other person.  With this conception, we can never really know people or how they feel about us, we can only make assumptions based on their actions.  Love cannot be proven.  But I think that subconsciously, or perhaps even consciously, we desire that proof, that knowing.  We seek an intimate type of connection in our relationships that we can never experience which leaves us feeling frustrated and isolated…and lonely,” replied Eddie.

“I guess I never really looked at it that way,” said Chloe.  “It seems extremely depressing though to believe that we can’t truly know the people that we have relationships with.  That we can’t know how they feel about us or even if they love us or enjoy being a part of our life.”

Eddie paused for a moment in thought.  “Well, I honestly think that the simple awareness that we can’t really know can help immensely.  We are then able to make the conscious effort to discontinue the habitual pursuit of the unobtainable proof we seem to desire and instead focus on the beauty that truly is inspired by our relationships.  I think this can greatly reduce and eventually, at least ideally, lead to the elimination of these feelings of loneliness.  Sometimes all it takes is the awareness and understanding of a negative situation to allow us the ability to address it in a healthy and natural manner,” he said.

Eddie had recently been talking a lot about subjectivity and our perceptions in relation to the concept of absolute reality.


“The proof to the assumption of my being lies solely in my own awareness.”

So he said.

***


After we finished our slow beers and lonely conversation 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 better than shopping at 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 home town, but I would definitely strike up a hearty conversation with anyone that I encountered wearing an “Ocala” 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 LA.  He said that all Americans in one way or another are from LA.  He had never actually even been to the city.
***


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

Eddie 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.

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 abnormally 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 long strange 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 and we left the frugal shop to make 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, gutter punk mohawks and neo-hippy scruffiness.

Chloe briefly introduced Eddie and I to a few of her cordial college acquaintances and then lead us through the screen back porch and 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 this, this feeling, this 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.
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“We cannot appreciate a beautiful sleep until we awake.”

Those were the first words Eddie Kubrero said to start the second day of our unusual journey.

We of course had not made it to Little Rock.  Sweet Chloe still lived with her parental parents and had not been able to provide a floor to crash.  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 brown car where we shared extended warm good-byes and hopes for future success.  I wished her “good luck” with her school studies and career 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 west 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.  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 super hungry, which honestly kind of sucked for a habitual calorie watcher.  It wasn’t that I thought I was fat or that I never allowed myself to eat, I just had a horrible habit of feeling guilty for doing so, especially when it was food I really enjoyed.  Eddie soon exited towards a 24-hour 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 Eddie sat one empty spin seat away from a young trucker from Athens, Georgia.  He was wearing a mountain beard and a two-tone mesh hat and a well-worn flannel long-sleeve and reading an equally worn copy of The Fountainhead as he ate his all-the-way hashbrowns.  Eddie thought this to be an intriguing encounter, heavy literature at a late-night Waffle House.  He could not resist striking up a conversation with the fellow.
Mathew Matheson, 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 country.  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, 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.
It had only been six months in the rig and it was not considered a permanent career move, but Mathew said it was the most peace inducing decision he had ever made.  He had written more in those six months than he had in the previous six years.
Eddie spoke about his own recent life changes and how he had pressed the same metaphorical reset button and about the peace he had experienced.  He also shared his thoughts on the book Mathew was reading, about Objectivism and individualism and morality.  He ate slowly as he listened with intimidating intensity to the young man’s equally passionate views on the topics.  Mathew had apparently welcomed the interruption and was just as interested in sharing his ideas as Eddie was his.  It was quite fascinating actually, two bearded travelers discussing valued philosophies over breakfast-cheap diner food.  
Eddie had mixed opinions on several of Rand’s ideas, but had especially agreed with her thoughts on limited government to protect individual rights and the safety and freedom of its citizens.  He believed the role of government should be to thwart abusive power without becoming a power in itself.  He detested war.  “There is no beauty in war,” he said.  He was also not a fan of politics and never cared much for discussing them.
“It’s pointless to consider politics when politics are considered pointless,” he had said.

I enjoyed, even with a tinge of guilt, 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 good results and made our way back onto the sleep-quiet interstate.  We continued five short miles and came to the Arkansas Welcome Center rest stop.  There 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 thoughts 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 armed force lives have been lost.  How had we become so naïve and clumsy as to toss together the concepts of defense and offense 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 Hitler and George W. Bush 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 (i.e. chocolate, strawberry, blueberry, etc.).  Eddie actually found the silly topic quite interesting and we discussed an entire line of commercial nogs as we visited the restroom and 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.  Eddie slept like a drunk 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.
When I was finally able to dose off it was actually more of 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.
Regardless, I don’t think I ever did fully fall asleep.  I simply had nervous half-dreams of the ridiculous and bizarre such as half-wolf, half-rabbit giants who 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 woke at precisely 7AM as if in response to the hallowed golden morning bells of the obscure Gods who had ordained this strange expedition.  We brushed and groomed ourselves in the rusty restrooms, 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.  He also said that the concept of infinite punishment was clearly not just punishment for finite sins.
Eddie was not an atheist.  He thought it absurd not to believe a God could exist.  He was also not a Christian or religious in any way.  He thought it absurd to “know” there is a God.  Eddie was content with knowing that we cannot know.  If God was in-fact self evident, there would be no debate, we would simply know.  Since we don’t know, we can’t know and everything is simply speculation.  Eddie had found a sense of comfort between and above religion and science.

“Wisdom is the transcendence of polarities of thought,” he said.
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.

I asked Eddie if he considered himself spiritual and if he believed in the spirit world in general.  He said that he would consider himself spiritual only in the sense that religion is concerned with past and future while spirituality is focus on the present.  He viewed the spirit world in the same manner as he viewed the concept of God.  There may be things that we cannot answer or fully understand, but to attempt to convey understanding of the unknowable is simply ridiculous.  For him, spirituality was a mind-set focused on the now, not something supernatural or metaphysical.

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 while a first grader in southern Oklahoma, he boarded the bus home as he did every day after school.  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 told her 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 play time.
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 serious 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 decisions for myself.  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 any of it.  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 picked up our second “Child of the Road”.  We had 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, especially for my habit of calorie guilt.

Across the street we fueled up at the Shell station where it was my turn to pay.  Actually, it wasn’t really my “turn”, Eddie 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 my share.  I knew I would do the best that I could and make it all work and life would continue.  The universe is funny that way, it just keeps going.
It was at the gas station that we met the hitcher.  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 Randy Schmidt 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, anemic 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.  He showed brutal pride in his gaping, empty smile hole.
Eddie shared about his two small town summers traveling to dusty county fairs around the eastern US 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 northern 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 Vegas to save a soul.  The funny thing in retrospect is that Eddie didn’t really even believe in souls.  Somehow that never crossed my mind at the time, but I am sure that he had rationalized the verbiage in his own detail compulsive mind.  He told Randy about his slow train ride from Prague to Vienna and said he wanted to share an aphorism that he had written down on one of the small green underground tickets.
“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.  In order to truly love a romantic partner, family member or even them self, a person must be aware of the beauty that is inspired by the entity.  If a person does not perceive and experience beauty, they cannot truly love.  Beauty is not associated only with physical characteristics, but can be any perceived quality such as virtue, personality, actions, etc.  The depth of love experienced is directly proportionate to the depth of perceived 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 truck-stop 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 hadn’t have 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 finally felt myself slipping 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 gullible inhabitants of a small desert 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 restroom and guilty snack purchase break.  I told Eddie that I wished Americans used the term petrol instead of gas; it seemed so much more refined.  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, it wasn’t really their fault.  They had provided food and warmth and helped sustain the country’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 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 sometimes a person’s best work comes from their being, from deep within before being distorted by their logically defined mental structures.  He said that exercises such as free writing and spontaneous poetry could help in becoming more in tune with my unique creativity.  I called him a fucking 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 waiting to be discovered.  Or they could just be cute words.  “In this case probably just cute 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 had 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 and had not been back since.  
It was near the Muskogee Turnpike exit that Eddie remembered about the Ungame he had purchased at the thrift store in Memphis and pulled it from underneath the front seat where he had stored it.  He removed the stack of beige aged cards and extended them for me to pick one to ask him.  The card I chose made me laugh out loud at the seeming synchronicity of the topic and what it said.
“Make a statement about beauty.”

Eddie chuckled as well and gave his maximum 3-sentence response as denoted by the game’s instructions.  
“There is no “absolute 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 being.  The subjective nature of beauty implies that the awareness of beauty is the awareness of self, we see a reflection of our being, who we truly are, in that which we find beautiful.  I believe that the ability to perceive beauty is the essence of humanity and that logic, reason and creativity are all outgrowths of this evolutionary gift.”
So he said.

Obviously he had already put a lot of thought into the subject and could have probably rambled on for hours about that one word alone, but he did really well in sticking with the ungame’s suggested structure.  It was my turn so Eddie picked a card.

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

I had never attempted to write a book or even sincerely considered pursuing such a project so I did not really have an idea for a book title or what it would even be about.   In the past I had come up with a word game for just such situations, a type of spontaneous creation of my own.  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,” which honestly was kind of an odd word to think first, but that was what came so that is what I said.  Eddie’s word was “dance”.  The title of my book for that day was “please dance”.  Eddie said it could be a self-help type of book that would encourage people to loosen the hell up and enjoy life.
He extended the stack of cards for me to pick another card.

“How would you define joy?”

Again Eddie had obviously put a lot of thought into the word and topic.

“Joy is the appreciation of beauty.  Happiness, in contrast, is the appreciation of that which is evident in the present moment.  Joy is a more fulfilled, deeper and long-term sense of satisfaction that is accompanied by the emotion of love which is created by the awareness of beauty.”
So he said, and again only in 3 sentences which was absolutely remarkable for Eddie.  It was my turn to answer again so he picked a another card.
“What is the worst thing that parents can do to children?”

“I would say that it would be to control with fear.  Show your children respect and they will learn to respect life, teach them to fear and they will lash out as frightened animals.  Rather than by fear and retribution, an effective parent should nurture with love, respect and attention.”
Now I was starting to sound like a fucking hippie.  I of course had never had children and was not speaking from experience with them, but from my own experiences in life.   A good example that I can now share without the game limitations is to ask what type of management style you would best respond to as an employee.  Would it include being yelled at, talked down to, your opinion never valued, physically punished for not meeting expectations?  Or would you perform better if you were treated with dignity and respect, to be listened to and have your opinions matter, to have your employer spend time getting to know you as an individual.  If so, I thought this should be the same manner that you raise your children.  Talk to them, listen to them and spend quality time with them.  Ask and appreciate their opinions. Teach them to value others and live through example.  Do things with them that they love.  Domination and subjugation produces rebellion.  Teach them to value the beauty in life by valuing the beauty in them. 
The line of thought fell true with what Eddie had been sharing and he provided me an enthusiastic pat on the shoulder and an extended ramble of agreement.  The solid mass trees that had once stood poised in reverent attention to our noble venture had 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 should 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 Bill Lynch and he looked hard-aged for his forty-two 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 hotel.  He was heading to Congress, AZ to meet up with his wife of twenty-three years who had driven there from his hometown of Nebraska City, NE.
Bill 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 Bill 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 Bill 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.  Bill stayed behind to hitch around the Midwest 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 Bill had not had much fortune in finding harvesting work since he wasn’t licensed to drive a tractor.  What he had been able to make he had sent to his wife and her parents in Arizona, but it had been very little.  He said he should have just gone with her, but he had thought there may have been some job opportunities with the harvesting season.  
The hitchhiking and sleeping under the stars had worn its toll on Bill.  He had found it very difficult to find rides and that 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 infantry man.  He had been stationed in Germany for eighteen of those months.  He said that if he had the money and ability that he would get a VISA and move back to Germany with his wife.  He said that America wasn’t what it used to be.  Nobody cares anymore, there is too much division.  He said that most Salvation Armies wouldn’t even help a person unless they had proof of residency in their city or county.  Only two of the seven that he had approached during his weary travels had provided any type of assistance.  Bill wasn’t sure what he was to do once he reached Arizona.  Regina had only found part time work and there didn’t seem to be much promise for Bill.  But they had to push on, fight the good fight.  That was what life was about he supposed.
Eddie and I were both saddened by Bill’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 live?  
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.  Bill 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 Bill that we were going to Vegas so that he could share those thoughts.  Bill asked what kind of thoughts he wanted to share so Eddie offered an 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 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 awareness of beauty.  Therefore, that which fosters beauty is good; that which harms it, evil.
So he said.

Bill 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 had desperately missed.  His hardship struggles and pain were made strikingly evident by his tired eyes that trailed off to the distant horizon 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 cattle and dust and ancient trapped energies of despair and shame and the handed devastation 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.  Our destination for the evening was Oklahoma City where Eddie had an acquaintance who had texted to say we could stay with them for the night.  She lived in a large house with three other roommates but had an extra bedroom that we could share for ourselves.  We were sad that we would not be able to take Bill further along with his travels and hoped him and his wife the best as we delivered him to a Shell station just off the interstate.  Eddie teared as he said his goodbyes and offered him a $20 bill and the story.  Bill humbly accepted the money and setoff on his slow journey to Congress, AZ and the unknown.
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“Adventure is appreciating the beauty inspired by any of life’s journeys.”

It can often be hard to recall how we functioned prior to many established conveniences.  I continued to drive as Eddie guided us towards our host house with the assistance of his cell phone GPS.  We stopped at a Taco Mayo on the way for some cheap dry tacos and much needed free tap water.  
The dull faded house stood three 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 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 ascended 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 for future recollection.
It was about an hour before anyone else arrived at the house.  A younger man entered, well actually I suppose he may have been considered more middle-aged, he was thirty-five years old and his name was Eric Coen.  Eric didn’t actually live in the house though.  Eric 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 gotten sick of old age.  
Eric had made it to Oklahoma City from Pittsburgh and was saving up money to catch a bus south to Texas to take care of his mother for a bit 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 got a whole new mouth for $200.  And that was from, “…a good doctor who was old”.
Eric sat and rolled a cigarette as he talked of how he had tried finding a job or temporary work in Oklahoma City with no luck when 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

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 too’s” shared as well.  The funny thing was that Eric didn’t even believe in God, but he said it made people feel better about sharing.
Eric had written a book and was in the process of writing another.  His first book was a recount of a trip he had taken to New Mexico where he had several desert experiences with peyote and mushrooms.  He had self-published that book and had been able to sell 80 copies of it at various places he had visited around the world.  He was very proud of that accomplishment.
The book he was working on was a science fiction novel detailing the end of humanity as we know it.  In his story, a future underground black market arises for genetic doctors who are able engineer human DNA, still considered unethical and illegal.  Unknown to the parents who have hired them, the doctors begin to target and remove genes that have been found to create certain predispositions such as spirituality, ethics and altruism; essentially creating true “blank slates” in mankind.  Over time, these genetically altered individuals begin to naturally rise to the top of human social structures and target those that had not been genetically altered for destruction.  Mass annihilations ensue and the future of a noble humanity falls to just one man with the insight and ability to bring back peace and virtue to a fallen world.  He still did not have a name for the novel.
Eric had never used a computer and was writing the novel in pencil because it felt more real than writing with a pen.  Plus it was easier to lie on his back and write.  He wanted to have it drawn by other artists into 10 graphic novels that would be released in a series.  He hoped to spark a cultural revolution with his art.  He assumed that he would probably be made out to be a Messiah and he would be asked many questions by those who followed him.  Eddie asked if he would have the answers.  He said he thought so and that he supposed it would depend on what questions he was asked.
Eddie, never passing and seeing an opportunity to pose a question, asked him how he would answer if someone asked him to define art.  Eric thought for a long moment as he took a few extended draws from his rolled Natural American Spirit cigarette.  After about his third exhale, he began his answer saying that he would consider art as anything that is perceived to be original and beautiful, whether it is a painting or a tree or even the act of sex.  He said that art is in the eye of the beholder and that what one person sees as art may not be seen as art by another.  He asked Eddie if he would have a different opinion.
“Art is any creation intended to elicit an emotional response.”

Eddie too believed that art is subjective, that there are no absolutes in what is or isn’t art.  Art is simply anything that a person creates in an effort to bring forth an emotional reaction, if even just for them self.  He said that there is a subjective scale of art and that the highest art elicits an emotional response related to the perception of perfect beauty while the lowest art elicits contempt.  The only man-made creations that would not be considered art are those that in themselves elicit no emotional reactions, even if they are the means for creating emotional reactions.  For example, the brush and pigments are most likely not works of art themselves, but rather the whole of the creation of which they partake is the art.
So he said.
***


I stayed in the living room as Eddie and Eric 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 at that time that Eddie’s acquaintance Addie Banks arrived home with her newly acquired boyfriend Nick Lyons.  Addie was a super cute girl with large friendly eyes, cropped bang brunette hair, several visible tattoos and a smile that seemed in-love.  Nick was a tall skinny indie 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 lonely couch with the name of a local indie record label in the upper right corner.  He had once promoted parties but was now a bartender at a new local spot called The Office.  After introducing ourselves, Addie continued to the kitchen while Nick stayed behind and we shared a conversation about Nick’s past life of pill raves and his desire to get back into event promotions.  He said that it was his goal to make Oklahoma City a bigger music destination than Austin.  I thought his desires a bit ambitious, but I shared of my experiences in promoting a musical culture and wished him good results in his efforts.

Addie and Nick had plans that evening for getting a couple of drinks at The Office where Nick worked and then heading to a show commemorating the birthday of a local indie radio station called The Spy.  They invited Eddie and Eric and I along and we were all three ready to go.  
***

We arrived at The Office (“Drinks and Nosh”) and were the first ones to show up that night which always feels a bit strange.  A young college kid sat awkwardly in the corner as he strummed his guitar and sang sing-a-long college standards to the just empty room.  He really wasn’t bad for what he was doing and the sound was actually great for the room which looked as if it had been a hotel sports bar converted into an “upper” scale lounge with red-glow pendant lighting and modern seating and a faint hint scent of licorice.
We pulled ourselves up to the long open bar and I (and Eddie as trait) ordered a Tank 7 Farmhouse Ale draft which was a hop-bitter Boulevard beer from royal Kansas City.  Homeless Eric did not drink alcohol as he said it was unhealthy.  Instead he smoked, “a lot of weed.”  He dryly ordered a draft Coke.
We all sat at the bar and enjoyed light conversations and laughs.  Addie started talk of going to Burning Man that next August and said we should all go, so we made loose plans that none of us were really holding ourselves accountable to.  Eddie was actually really excited about the thought and said he was definitely down for going.  He said that we could all do hard crazy drugs and run naked through the desert just to say we had.  Eddie didn’t really do drugs but he thought the visual of running trip naked through a temporary hippy desert community would be a beautiful and epic adventure.  Of course his laugh had us all laughing at the thought.

It was during our laughing that Chris Chambers came in and joined our little party.  He was a friend of Addie’s and ordered us all, except for Eric who I think was feeling a bit out of place, a round of chilled Rumplemintz shots.  Chris was a programmer who had a job with a large IT firm in Atlanta but was able to work remotely from his one-bedroom apartment there in Oklahoma City.  He said he made good money but didn’t actually have to work that much; that he spent most of his time smoking pot and masturbating.  He said that isolation can create horrible habits.

A couple of more people wondered in and found their way to the opposite end of the bar as the college crooner finished up his set.  Eddie and I ordered another beer, a high alcohol content local brew called Native Amber crafted by Coop Ale Works.  It was stiff and tasty and made even more blissful by the sounds of The Shins and The Postal Service and The Decemberists which flowed from the house PA. 


We finished up our beers and all decided it was a good time to head out to the happy birthday radio show that was taking place at 51st Street Speakeasy.  The five of us from the house all piled back into Nick’s car that we had ridden over in and made our way in that direction.

The 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 stuffy business types sharing drinking space.  A band was playing when we entered the no-cover door, a garage noise surf rock band called The Boom Bang that had the floor crowd shaking and shivering.

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

The band finished up their frenzy set and Eddie and I made our way up to the crowded but chiller second floor where we ordered up Mustang Washita Wheat beers which we were told were from a company owned in Oklahoma City but brewed in Montana because of Oklahoma licensing issues (or something of that nature).  It was there at the bar that we met two girls that were friends that were not there for the music.  Their names were Beth Davis and Brittany Summers.  They were normal girls with normal names and normal faces and normal clothes and normal families and normal thoughts.  The kind of girls who would consider themselves very open-minded but really only like things that fit comfortably into their normal lives.  America is full of normal girls.
Regardless of their normalcy, the girls were next-door cute 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 pool-side 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 really seemed normal.  Or maybe it was just that I never really felt normal.  I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say or how to act around people I saw as normal.  Eddie always helped me to feel more comfortable around those kinds of people.  Eddie could talk with anyone regardless of what type of person that I perceived them to be.  He had a natural way of making everyone he met feel special.  I always felt clumsy when I tried.  What made Eddie so effective at it was the obvious fact that he never had to try, he just did.
The Pretty Black Chains struck up downstairs so Eddie and I quickly ordered a second round of Mustang Washita Wheats and excused ourselves from Beth and Brittany who were not interested in watching any of the loudly abnormal band who they had never heard of.  We went back downstairs and met up with the rest of our adopted party who were still in the stage front area and had transitioned smoothly into the stylings of the evening’s final band.  It was as I stood and drank and watched and smiled that I had a moment of clarity, the realization of how exciting the concept of a virgin future can truly be.
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“To inspire the awareness of beauty is the most noble of actions.”
Those were the first words Eddie Kubrero said to start the third day of our intriguing journey.  Eddie had acquired the productive habit of using the note function on his smartish phone during the night and early mornings to document the thoughts that he conjured in his semi-lucid states.  This was the note that he had written that he could barely remember writing and that he said he probably would not have remembered if he had not typed it in.
We left out early that morning, waking at 8:00am and leaving without showering as not to disturb the others still sleeping in the old big house.  We stopped at an IHOP in Okalahoma City for breakfast.  I had a hearty meal of eggs and bacon and pancakes with several glasses of water as I had been feeling dehydrated.
20

“God is in the angles.”


That is what Eddie said as we were cutting up and talking of life, making our way along the twinkle sparkle strip on our way home under an excited night sky of shooting light mass and time.  And I say home only in the sense that Eddie had said plenty that home is where you lay your head.  That thought had made it a bit easier for me to accept our being in this dark and lonely place.  
Up and past the Riviera lit bright like an over-age lipstick whore 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.  And permanently.

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 grey 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 grey 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.  It rotated and focused itself so that what I now perceived was the inverse of what I had thought to be.  That is when I saw all that was.  
I saw myself at the center apex of that everything, the beautiful and serene essence of my being and its transcendent relation to it all.  That was the moment I first experienced true awareness and understood the many ideas Eddie had shared on that endearing journey.  
That was the moment that my soul was saved.
*****Removed to be moved******

“Boredom is simply the lack of awareness.”

Eddie could not remember the last time he had considered himself bored.  He thought that when you are an aware person and your life is immersed in beauty, there really are no opportunities to be bored.  Many people just lack the awareness of who they truly are.  They live in a void in which, without external stimulation of others to feed off of, they become anxious and bored, desiring their next fix.  They lack awareness of the many simple things in their own personal environment that can inspire beauty and joy.  He thought that there are always creative ways to spend your time, even if it is alone in your own mind.  I needed to open myself to new opportunities and experiences and forms of thought.  There is a world of wonder and inspired beauty awaiting me if I will just give it a chance.  

So he said.

He was silly with it at times though.  He said it would be just as sensible to believe in the Christian God as it would to believe that the world had been created and overseen by a pink sparkly fairy princess who lived in the middle of the earth with her legion of flying silver ponies.  He thought it would be a fun project to write a religious text for this pink sparkly fairy princess.


Eddie was mad for life.  He exhibited a naked intensity that resounded with deafening excitement and wonder.  Even without the purpose derived from a religious or spiritual belief, he seemed to have a zest that could only result from direct inspiration of the infinite space Gods.  I asked him how he could feel such enthusiasm for this short life without a sense of magic purpose related to a diamond gold afterlife.


“Our only “purpose” is to survive in a joyful manner and to respect the joy of others.”


He thought that it is probably a product of evolutionary instinct that we as humans so commonly question our purpose and what is to be considered the “meaning of all of this”. In the strictest sense, we really don’t have the ability to determine if we actually do have a purpose, let alone what that purpose may be.  From an evolutionary standpoint, our purpose may be seen to simply survive and propagate, to further the human race. Since the awareness and appreciation of beauty are the essence of humanity, this awareness and simple survival can be combined to give us what can be considered the closest thing we can come to true purpose, living a life full of, and with respect for, the appreciation of beauty which is joy.


So he said.


It was very clear to understand how Eddie had come to his rational free thought perspective where he did not feel that purpose in life had to be provided by a blind reliance on religious myth.  It was after Randy had departed that he shared the defining story of how, at the early age of twenty-six, his birth mother had been diagnosed with blood cancer Leukemia.  Eddie was an alien 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 magic healing powers.  They had taken to intense prayer and due faith over her blood death illness.  

One cool evening, bashfully covered with a brown cheap wig to modestly hide the lack of natural hair induced by advanced radioactive chemotherapy, his humble mother and father attended a deliverance Holy Ghost tent revival in an empty dark pasture some two cornfield hours from the hospital where she had worked as a registered nurse and where she was receiving her advanced radioactive care.  To the whoops and wails of her devoted brethren, Eddie’s mother received the shrieks of Holy Ghost prayer and the honest and pure belief that she had been delivered from the clutches of the blood death cancer.  

 Eddie’s mother miraculously went into immediate total remission from the horrible disease.  Scientifically educated doctors allowed her to move back to her peaceful Christian home and discontinue the painfully advanced radioactive chemotherapy.  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, sadly came again the deep pain claws of the blood death cancer, worse than even before.  His mother refused to resume the advanced radioactive treatment for the safety of the God-given unborn child and because she knew with her entire angel glow heart that she had been healed by the glory of her Lord. In her pure faith she had fully received that divine blessing as her own.

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.  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.  Two months later his mother died.  Her family cried.

The rest of Eddie’s life after the death of his mother had been burdened with alley dumpster sadness and disappointment.  His mother’s family rejected him and his blessed brother and was never again a visible part of their abandoned existence.  His miraculously emotionally recovered father was married three short weeks later to a mousy frump of a lady he had met at the 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 made Eddie a very 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 made Eddie a very 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 campered Ford pickup truck and off they went, from tired Oklahoma to rural deep Missouri never to see their mousy stepmother again.  They would not see their unholy half brother for another fifteen years as his father would rather not pay child support than to 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 cowardly avoiding child support.  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 alley dumpster life or if he had simply lacked the true ability to be aware of the inspired beauty in his own life.  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 isle 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 began to use what he 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.  He 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.  He soon decided that he wanted to forever be a true part of that world himself.  So he took a loaded Smith & Wesson .44 caliber handgun out to the backyard and put a bullet through his brain.  

Simple as that.

At some point over the past few soul bare months, though, Eddie had 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.  There was no why, there just was.  And for the first time he was able to accept it all.  Truly accept it.

“While we are in essence a product of the past, our performance and state of mind should only be dependent on the reality of the present moment.  We can’t use our past as an excuse to live in a non-joyful manner, we have to take ownership of our own being.”

So he said.

And so he wrote.  Every time Eddie would share a thought that he liked, such as this, he would write it down twice in his all caps unsteady scratch on random pieces of found paper as he was driving.  One of the scrap paper notes was for himself 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.  He got a strange happy kick out of this practice.

“From the fields of fear and greed sprout divinity”, was left on the top of a toilet paper dispenser in the rusty rest stop restroom in Razorback Arkansas.

“Beware the prophet who preaches sacrifice, you have something they want”, 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 left on the windshield of an 18-wheeler in an Interstate truck stop strip club parking lot in nowhere Texas.

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 may have been valued and even shared with another complete stranger, and on and on.  He hoped to one day find a note that someone else had thoughtfully written and felt the desire to share with a complete stranger.  At the time I thought it completely strange.

We had just crossed over into New Mexico when we met Doug.  Doug was a drifter with penetrating blue eyes, a graying beard and an easy smile.  He was heading to Albuquerque then San Francisco then San Diego then up to hike the Pacific Rim Trail.  He had been packing it for the last seven weeks with his thirty-five pound bag to gear up for the journey.  He had no idea how long or strenuous the hike would be, he had not studied it and knew almost nothing about it other than it left northern California and headed up to Oregon, or so he thought.  He had met another drifter who spoke of its beauty so he had decided to experience it for himself.

Doug was proudly riding the “Karmic Wheel”.  He said he didn’t rush things, he simply allowed them to flow to him.  He felt that if he did good deeds for others that good things would happen to him.  Eddie asked him who he thought was in charge of managing and dispensing Karmic rewards and punishments.  Doug said, “The energy of the Universe man”.   

Eddie said he definitely agreed that, “The probability that people will do good things for you greatly increases when you do good things for people.”  He was not so sure about the Universal energy though.

Doug said he had been living in a broke blue Mark III custom van in the parking lot of a gritty gas station for the last seven years when he realized that he was getting old.  He was forty three, and there were many things that he had yet to experience.  He wanted to do it all, to try everything.  To see everything.  So he sold his broke blue Mark III custom van for $200, bought an inexpensive backpack and a light tent from his local Walmart and set off to see his proud country.  Simple as that.

 Eddie of course explained about himself and how he had ventured on his worldly journey.  He talked of his train ride and the tickets and said he wanted to share one of those thoughts with him.

“The awareness of beauty is the awareness of self.”

Eddie had the view that there is no true “absolute beauty”.  Beauty is subjective, something that we perceive.  We create these perceptions of beauty within ourselves related to what we sense and how we analyze those senses.  When we find what we sense to be beautiful, we create perceptions of beauty that are independent of the actual subjects themselves.  These perceptions are then a part of you.  You learn about yourself when you experience beauty as you see yourself in that which you find beautiful.

Doug asked Eddie what beauty was.  It was a very good question.

“Beauty is an internal perception that elicits the emotion of love.”

Eddie believed that beauty is not something that a thing has, but rather it is something that is perceived by the mind of the person who experiences it.  “Beautiful” is any characteristic that, with subjective analysis, elicits the perception of beauty.  With the perception and awareness of beauty comes an emotion which is that of love.  We know love when we experience beauty and we know beauty when we experience the emotion of love.  To love yourself is to perceive yourself as a beautiful person, not just in a physical sense but as a whole being.  To love others is to respect and be open to the beauty that can be inspired by everyone that we encounter in life.  Through living in such a manner we can find true peace and joy.

So he said.

Doug said it brought to mind the popular phrase that “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”  Eddie said it would probably be more accurate to say that, “Beauty IS the beholder.”  

At Doug’s demarcation point from our remarkable journey, Eddie presented him with a brotherly hug and a $20 bill to help him on his way.  He shared the story of the little old lady and asked that Doug too pass it on whenever he had the opportunity to do so.  Doug vowed that he would and rejoiced in the goodness of the “Karmic Wheel”.

6
I slept better that second evening, I had learned my lesson about excessive caffeine and the time on the road in aunt Lucy’s brown car and discussions with strangers had made me weary.  

That night I dreamt the most vivid dream I had ever dreamed before.  In my dream I fell asleep and had a dream, a dream within a dream.  In this dream, I was fully aware that I was having a dream within a dream.  With this awareness I wondered if the normal rules of dreams would apply since it was in fact a dream within a dream.  First I wanted to see if I could see myself as I had never before seen myself in a dream.  What I saw as I looked down were both of my hands, but instead of thumbs I had large claws.  Four fingers and a huge claw on each hand.  I then wanted to see if I could hear my own voice, so I spoke aloud to a young girl who was on the ground playing beside me.  We were on the beach and she was building a sand castle, but it was dark and the stars shown brightly.  I asked her where her parents were at.  I could audibly hear myself clearly.  She pointed towards the water where her father was coming out of the water.

In the background, off on the horizon as if floating in the dark ocean was the twinkle of city lights.  A huge magnificent city that was obviously awake with excitement.  As her father emerged, I noticed something very different about his skin.  It was not in fact skin that adorned his body, but rather a scaly covering that reflected the bright lights of the city and the stars.  This entire image was in pure color with elaborate definition.

At this point it occurred to me in my dream that I was in the future.  Way in the future.  These were evolved humans who had adapted to the warming of the earth.  They lived at night as nocturnal beings to avoid the direct rays of the sun.  Their skin had become reflective to defer the UV rays that they did experience.  These were humans a million years into the future and I was seeing them as if I was truly there.

Upon awaking I was not entirely sure what I was to take from this dream.  I am not a person who is caught up on the environment and it was not a topic I myself had been questioning at that time, but it seemed so vivid and poignant that it seemed that it should have more relevance than a simple quirky dream.  Perhaps it was a vision from the future sent out to various recipients of our time to warn of the coming situation and to encourage them to prepare, to be aware of the necessity of these evolutionary alterations to save our species from extinction.  Eddie said it was a most interesting dream and thought the concept that humans of the future could be communicating to us through our dreams was an amazing concept.  He said I should write a novel or a screenplay for just such a story.

Eddie made the point that it may take such an awareness to allow such a significant change in our evolution since science had basically halted our physical evolution as a species.  He said that he thought the last great human evolutionary occurrence was the enhanced awareness of beauty and that this awareness was the most significant difference between humans and animals.

This is where he had obtained the concept that the awareness of beauty is the essence of humanity.  He thought that logic, reason, creativity, music, art, etc. are all outgrowths of this awareness.  Many animals may have the ability to be attracted to specific physical features or actions, but this does not necessarily equate to an awareness of self or inspired beauty.  When we are able to realize this is the core of our consciousness and focus on this awareness, we will truly be able to experience the peaceful and joy filled life that our evolution has given us the amazing opportunity to live.

So he said.

