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1   BUTTERFLY OF EDEN
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The caterpillar moved slowly, as if it had all the time in the world. It was full and satisfied from eating leaves. Throughout its life, it had shed its skin many times. 

One day, it stopped eating and shedding. It knew the time had arrived. It climbed up a tree, went to a slim branch, and hung itself upside down. 

The insect wrapped itself without help, mummifying itself inside a silky cocoon. Then it dissolved without hesitation or fear. It became a liquid as if from an ancient primordial sea.

Then it awakened from its chemical hibernation. But once released from its cocoon, the insect would emerge not as it had been, not in its prior shape and form. It would reveal itself reinvented, reimagined, rearranged.

A butterfly.

Fluttering. Fleeting. Free.

A pollinator for life.

A joy and wonder to behold.
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2  PSYCHIATRY
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I had my weekly one-hour two p.m. appointment with my psychiatrist, Eleanor Blix, in the six-story business building of Sansbury and Company in the Wilshire district of Los Angeles. I had been under her care for six weeks. 

“Good morning, Mariner.”

“Hello, Eleanor.”

“How are you today?”

“Just fine, thank you.”

“Wonderful. Have a seat and we’ll begin.”

“I’ve been depressed, lonely. I’m reflective, wondering why life has come to this dead-end. I want to have more than one life, maybe even nine lives like a cat.”

Eleanor Blix cast a rapid glance at me.

“I received a cryptic e-mail this morning from a stranger. The message said that my father had died and that I am to go at once to settle his affairs. The message, awkward and brief, was laced with the usual platitude and, strangely, a brief Godless eulogy for the deceased. There was no name or return email address of the sender.”

The psychiatrist regarded me carefully.

“I never knew my father or his name, as you well know. And now this message that he has died.”

Eleanor Blix settled into her chair, legs crossed, pad of paper on her thigh, and a sharpened pencil ready for notes.

“Well, the topic of our sessions has been me. Of course. To help me realize why I am the way I am. Alone, not married, no children, no known relatives -—except now a father I never knew. So, I began to wonder if I have deeper secrets than I’ve even admitted to myself. One thought led to another and I began to wonder how others perceive me. How do I come across to others, that kind of thing.”

“Go on.”

“And I know I’m not crazy. I’m not one to delude, or even denude myself,” at that statement, I smiled embarrassingly. “But because of our sessions, I’ve been ... feeling better?”

I shifted uncomfortably.

“I had memories.”

Eleanor Blix stared at her notepad on her thigh writing quickly without glancing up once.

“My eyes stopped seeing and my mind instead began to see. Images and memories came and went. Illusions of the past and future formed and dissolved in slow waves. My mother and father splitting up when I was a baby. My mother eventually dying of cancer. My father who left us and never returned -—my mother never talked about him or even mentioned his name. Then my mind shifted to a dream where I died in front of her. She embalmed me as carefully as if I were an Egyptian Pharoah. She wrapped me in the finest silk. Then she placed me in the bathtub -—as if that were a casket for eternity. She placed flowers on me. She turned out the lights and left. And I drifted forever in the nether world.”

The clock ticked.

“I had a colleague in the history department. She had given me her phone number for us to get together. She wanted me to call her. I should have taken her out. She was so obvious in her overtures toward me. We were both single. But I hesitated. I was lifeless, inert, drifting. I could not explain why. Maybe it was because I gave off the radiation of bravura, hubris, an attempt at intimidation, and ego. I hated me. I was arrogant, aloof, reserved, and elitist. I could not get out of this. I was as stuck as a dinosaur in a tar pit. I was a failure in relationships. I was someone I did not want to know but could not escape knowing. I was not someone of my liking.”

I finished narrating my memory and dream. I looked at my psychiatrist. She had finished taking notes long ago and sat in her chair regarding me carefully. The eraser-head of her pencil firmly on her chin just below her lip. She glanced up at the clock. 

“Times up, Mariner.”

“But what do you have to say about what I said?”

“We’ll meet again next week.”

Before I could say anything more, she hurried me out the door and shut it behind me.

>

After my psychiatric session, I went to the Eddy’s Bar & Grill. I went to drink alcohol as a reward for going to my psychiatrist. I was in no hurry at the moment to respond to the e-mail I had received about my father. He was dead. Death could wait.

I sat at the lounge bar sipping a glass of red wine. A man a couple of seats away stared at me. The man’s clothing was rumpled, his hair uncombed. I considered that the man was out of place with his appearance in the upscale bar. 

The stranger moved a seat closer.

“Who are you?” the stranger said. 

I squirmed in my seat, ignoring the stranger. 

“Do you have secrets?” the stranger said. 

I pressed his lips into a thin resemblance of a smile: prim, proper, private.

“I have secrets” the stranger said with confidence. “Secrets. But the hallmark of modern society is to prevent secrets. Surveillance devices, cameras in cell phones, wiretaps, satellites. Every human being harbors a secret of some kind that can never be discovered. A lie told to a loved one. A painful emotion shared by a couple. An untold transgression of trust between couples. These are beyond the purview of the pixels and digital eyes of our pervasive technology. A secret is something not revealed. A secret is akin to a mystery.”

The man took a drink of his beer.

“To keep my secrets, I live the lies, the denials.”

The stranger got off his seat at the lounge bar, wandered toward a darkened corner that led to the restrooms, and disappeared.

I only then realized that I had been perspiring and almost holding my breath during the entire time the stranger spoke. Finally, I breathed and whispered to myself.

“That guy is some crazy nut. Don’t want crazies bothering me when I’ve got bigger problems.”

I glanced out the window. People walked past in each direction. Cars did the same. All strangers, going somewhere. 

But I’m here.

Not for long. I had an appointment with death. 
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3   MY FATHER DIED
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He had been gardening in his yard, tending his lovely roses and irises. He had been wearing a straw hat and a red bandana around his neck. The bandana had been soaked in water to keep him cool while he worked the soil with his trowel. He had on a white linen shirt -—a work shirt -—jeans, and sandals. A short redwood fence surrounded the garden around his home. The fence was not tall enough to hide the fact that he lovingly cared for his garden every day. A neighbor discovered his body lying next to his flowerbed.

The weather was comfortable. Cumulus Nimbus clouds sailed like ships across a brilliant blue sky. Birds sang, conveying hope and joy. The oak tree and the small trees stood proudly in the sun, showing off the glittering brilliance of their green leaves.

Birds singing. Butterflies fluttering.

With so much life, there should have been no room for the end of life. 

The phone had awakened me at six in the morning. The message that my father had passed on. The brief message was laced with the usual platitude, a brief Godless eulogy for the sound-byte era.

I was in Los Angeles. My father had been in Baltimore. A three-hour difference in time zones. Apparently, someone had discovered my father’s body by nine a.m. Baltimore time and, in turn, contacted me. I bought a ticket on-line, quickly packed, and took a flight to Baltimore. I arrived at my father’s home in a rental car about two p.m. that same day. That experience was no different than a rough commute from my home to work on Southern California freeways during rush hours. Except that I made better time on the jet than I ever did in my car.
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4  SENIOR CITIZEN
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“You must be his son, Mariner Manchild.”

A senior citizen stood at the fence line between my father’s property and his.

Maybe I nodded or said something, I don’t remember. I do remember standing in the middle of the front yard, hearing the birds and insects, and feeling the sun warm me the way a hug does when you need it. 

“You look just like your father.”

The elderly man regarded me closely. My gaze lingered upon him. I hoped I had not conveyed anger or discomfort in my staring.

“He died in his garden,” the old man continued. “I found his body. He was next to his rose bushes. He had been on his knees shaping the soil and he just fell over. I guess his poor old heart just gave out.”

I didn’t know how to answer this elderly man who had been a neighbor to my father.

“I came out early,” the senior citizen continued, “to feed the stray cats -—there are plenty around this neighborhood -—and I see your old man on his knees working the flowers.” A small curl of a smile increased his wrinkles. “When I saw him fall over, I knew right then. At our age, you don’t have to be a rocket scientist. I knew that his time had come.”

I tried to smile, for whatever reason I don’t know.

“So, I contacted you. You being his only next of kin, I think. You being his only son.”

I maintained my fake smile at the old man, for that’s what it was.

“The mortuary came and took him away,” the neighbor continued. “Swooped down like hawks -—vultures -—to keep their profits alive.” The old man chuckled. “Guess it’ll be the same with me and you.”

I didn’t answer.

“Everyone around here thought he had no family, it was rumored.” The old man went on. “But I found your e-mail and his relation to you, on a piece of paper tacked onto his living room wall. That’s how I know about you.”

I was startled.

I had been roused from sleep by an email three thousand miles away. Took a jet to cover the entire distance of the country. And now found myself face-to-face not with my father but with a stranger who seemed to know more about my father than I did. 

I continued on the walkway toward the front door. I wanted to give the impression that I had listened to him while at the same time wanting to let him know that I was not here for him. I strode confidently, both arms swaying by my sides, my steps purposely.

“Everything still’s there,” the old man on the other side of the redwood fence said. “No one came and robbed your old man.”

I tried to ignore him as I got to the porch. 

“And the door’s unlocked,” he said.
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