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			Clear and Sane

			[ 1982–83 ]

			Even old Senator Kilby knew that it would be a new and challenging world for everyone.

			For six months, the government purchased television spots, newspaper ads, and of course billboards to promote the date. If for some reason a driver had not heard about the court battle or the Senate battle before that on the Clear and Sane Roads bill — promptly shortened to CSR by pundits and headline writers — then they would most certainly have been unable to miss the largest concerted advertising campaign up to that time. Kilby wanted to give everyone a fair chance — and no excuses.

			To the pundits and speech writers, CSR was born out of exhaustion with the world as it was. A world where we spoke of fidelity but thought only of promiscuity. Where we claimed fealty but acted only in our own interest. Where laws were threatened but never enforced. The message resonated deep in the hearts of America’s Mothers, America’s Law Enforcement Industry, and America’s Disenfranchised Old People.

			CSR was not without controversy, but its supporters were many. Its supporters were true believers. Its supporters were vocal and accepted instruction well.

			The good Senator from Delaware was an old man, but not ignorant to the changes in the world. He was surprisingly spry when it came to technology. He had a computer at home, an Apple II, which he used for writing speeches as well as a reported obsession with Oregon Trail. He often compared his Oregon Trail games with his younger staffers. They in turn played more Oregon Trail so that they would have material for chats with “The Old Dysentery.”

			It was just lucky chance for Carl Stoner that Kilby was in the Oregon Trail headspace. Carl just needed a senator, deeply entrenched, who wanted one last great bill.

			Carl, a 6’5” ghost of a man, was as gentlemanly as anyone could expect from a man raised in the mid-upper crust of Los Angeles. He had spent his first few years in DC living well outside the beltway and had learned a great deal about the South from this Southern town. He gave respect until people demonstrated that they did not deserve it.

			Carl’s client was the second largest insurance provider (as calculated by dollar value of all contracts) in the United States. They wanted to be the first largest provider. They hired Carl to help get them there.

			Within the headquarters of the second largest insurance provider in the US, an executive vice president was trying to think of how to impress the board that he had what it took to be the next chief executive (often termed the CEO). The current CEO was showing signs of age, but had not done anything drastically wrong. If he was replaced in a situation that was not traumatic, it was possible that the board would select someone from within the organization instead of going to a heroic CEO from the outside.

			One year ago in 1982, this senior VP (named Don) was walking small circles around the elevator on the way to his office. “I could make us number one.” He thought. The elevator opened and he walked towards his office. “Is there any way to overcome the market leader?” Don had an MBA and recalled in a class once talking about how market leaders are made. Established market leaders rarely lost their lead without some change in the rule book.

			He decided to change the rule book. “All we need is a disruption in the insurance market and we will be ahead of them.”

			What needs to change? Cars themselves? Roads? Rules of the Road! If they could change the rules of the road, they could eliminate their competitor’s competitive advantage. If we wrote the bill, we can claim those customers before anyone knows.

			So Don created this idea all on his own. He proffered it to the board one sunny day in their traditional quarterly meeting room, a windowless office appointed in the latest contemporary office style for ‘82. All the men of the board sat together, thirteen suited fellows at a table, smiling and laughing. They liked to be in each other’s company and each enjoyed the moment when the other twelve turned and quieted down to listen to him alone.

			Don had asked to make a presentation, updating the board on growth strategies in Personal Insurance. Behind a couple of pie graphs on his flip chart, he had a page that simply read “Legislative Agenda, 1983.”

			At the and of the presentation, all thirteen men felt it necessary to say at least one thing, whether it was a question built around a special word or a sentence that started with, “In my experience…” Don had achieved agreement for his plan. The stenographer was directed to restate the conversation simply as “Corporation management updated the board on the ongoing legislative agenda.”

			Don had needed to speak with Carl prior to the presentation. The two had met for lunch one afternoon at an Arctic Circle Restaurant near to the The Second Largest Insurance Company in America’s Corporate Headquarters. Carl was in Salt Lake City because The United States Congress was in recess while the members returned to their states to campaign. It was early fall, 1982.

			Carl took that as an opportunity to travel about and visit his clients. He had scheduled three days in Salt Lake City to make a presentation for the senior leadership and then make himself available for hushed lunches such as this. The two sat on colorful plastic chairs outside the restaurant. Carl had a burger in front of him. Don had a halibut sandwich.

			“It could be done.” Carl said, “We would use the safety angle, I think. Get moms with injured children. Follow them with some white coated researcher types to show how we can make sure that there are no more Mrs. Frafanoogle’s who lose their daughters too young.”

			Excitement built up in the back of Don’s throat. This was all so interesting and new to him, but he felt that he could be really good at it. “I was thinking about it as an offering to the sanity of America.”

			Carl briefly forgot himself and took an open-mouthed chew. He swallowed while Don actively paused and stared, his eyes a pathway straight into the curious sense of purity and excitement that Don had found while talking to Carl. Carl glanced over Don’s shoulder at the giant colorful chicken behind Don that contained the speaker and microphone of the drive-through.

			

			Carl thought that Don and the chicken briefly had the same expression about the eyes. Don followed Carl’s gaze self-consciously. It was a relief to Carl that Don’s eye-popping subsided when his concentration broke.

			“The sanity of America. I guess I am not seeing it.” Carl stopped himself from saying any more by putting the burger back into his mouth.

			“Yes, look. A young boy in the back seat, watching his dad drive. He is, say 10 years old and emulates his father whenever he can, so he watches dad carefully. Here he is, driving. Someday, the boy thinks, I will drive — like my father, right? He looks at the speedometer, then he looks at a sign they pass. Speed limit 80 km/h. He looks back at the dashboard. Speed, 100. ‘Dad! You’re going too fast!’ His dad is breaking a rule! Oh no! But Dad says ‘Its alright son, everyone does it.’ So, the boy thinks, we don’t follow rules and everyone KNOWS that we don’t follow rules, but the rules are still there. Is that true of all rules? How do I know which rules to follow? It drives us all just a little bit crazy. Don’t you see, Carl? Everybody thinks about this but nobody says anything because nobody else is saying anything so we all think that it is only us, that we are alone in feeling that THIS WORLD MAKES NO SENSE.”

			Don crushes a fry repeatedly against his tray to emphasize every word. Carl briefly wonders if Don is emphasizing each word — each container of meaning — or each syllable — each musical, metrical unit. He consciously adjusts his facial expression and glances only briefly at the chicken, then back to Don.

			“Everyone is thinking ‘either the whole world is insane, or I am insane.’ Everyone pushes this thought away every day, they brush their teeth and get on with it. But here, this unresolved nugget remains. When is a rule a rule? When is it a giant convenient lie? We can offer clarity, a clear and fair understanding to people. We can offer them peace, a quiet mind where once there was confusion, cacophony.”

			Carl was glad that he had a fry in his mouth when Don paused so that he could chew for a second and collect himself. It allowed him to prevent the first couple of possible replies.

			“I would never have thought of that, Don.”

			With Carl’s advice, Don was able to put together his presentation for the board. With the board’s vote-less say so, Don was able to go back to Carl and give him the green light. Don went to work preparing a plan that would position The Second Largest Insurance Company In America for the new face of American driving. Carl had told him that it would take at least one year, maybe two, before the law would pass.

			Occasionally, over the next couple of months, Don would send Carl “some ideas he had” about how to position the bill as an issue of American Mental Health. He capitalized American Mental Health. Carl could tell, even though Don’s handwriting was somewhat inconsistent, the A, M, and H were clearly magnified.

			So Carl found Senator Kilby, Senator Kilby found a reason to take on the project. His staff found a hapless little Delaware state organization of victims of car accidents. Off to the races went the new bill, a policy-forming glob of funding, enforcement directives, and penalties that made it a very bad idea to speed at all, anywhere.

			Kilby, with his interest in technology, actually contributed the germ of the technology solutions that really sexed up the bill. With a dab of budget-neutral R&D fund redirection, they were able to get speeders photographed and ticketed automatically from roadsides. The team was fortunate to discover that a German company was already making a device that can do this. In a flurry of America-first enthusiasm they redirected grant money specified for helping America Stay Competitive.

			Carl was pretty proud of his work. He managed to wrangle all the different parties and get the right words in the right mouths — all without getting his name or The Second Largest Insurance Company In America attached too prominently to any mainstream press about the movement.

			A big project like this is never without its snags. His initial head counts in the Senate were a little off and it looked like they were going to have to back down from some of the provisions to get the bill through. In a play to get those last few votes, he reached into the back of a drawer and pulled out one of Don’s hand written American Mental Health letters. He put it next to his Rolodex and flipped through to John Palto. John was the lobbyist for a very large alliance of people concerned about mental health issues. He also lobbied for some mine operators in Nevada and an association of infant clothing manufacturers.

			John had the ear of a couple congressmen and he famously could bring in constituents who were compelling and a little discomfiting without being overtly dangerous. Some monies were allocated to targeted counseling programs for motor vehicle aggression and John delivered a couple more congressional votes.

			The press picked up on Don’s language, ably injected by Carl, about a nationwide emotional trauma caused by inconsistently applied rules. It got a whole lot more traction than Carl expected.

			So, almost a year after the first Arctic Circle meeting, in early Fall of 1983, America woke up, got in their cars, and tried very very hard to not speed ever again.

			The roads were covered in new police in vehicles specifically designed for the traffic stop. Some were visible, but scofflaws and the inattentive quickly learned that a road with no traffic authorities visible was surely under the eyes of an invisible aggressor. Either a robot that simply photographed you quietly and mailed you a very expensive bill or a hidden motorcyclist.

			A great deal of innovation in enforcement happened in the next year. Precincts with a new directive and new federal dollars — to say nothing of the promise of their share of fines — tried a variety of approaches and proudly shared their successes with their brothers in other locales. Soon police were taking impounded beaters and turning them in to low-profile cruisers, at the ready to turn on their lights and pull over unsuspecting speeders.

			Certainly that first year of Clear And Sane Roads was not good for American Mental Health in general.

			It was good for Don and for The Second Largest Insurance Company in America, which can no longer be called by that name.

			Even as Carl was padding about the halls of Congress having quiet discussions, Don had set out to prepare his company for the change.

			Don had not exactly worked himself to Senior Vice President from the ground up, but had done some time as a mid-level manager in different departments. He thrived in these positions. When meeting with his superiors he would be silent as they offered their leadership insights, turning on a reassuring, congenial manner transmitted mostly through body language and facial tics that said, “I am quite awkward, but please don’t take it personally. No really; be comfortable.” Don had been branded Management Material, and then Upper Management Material.

			For three years, Don headed up a small team of actuaries, a sort of skunk works team for The Second Largest Insurance Company in America.  The hand-picked corps of number wizards took creative approaches to statistical problems. If The Second Largest Insurance Company in America considered offering pet insurance, the problem was put to Don’s team. Should a corporate client’s product start strangling babies, it might come to Don’s team to determine the value of the client down the road — including the probability the company would be forced into bankruptcy from a liability law suit — to help the account team decide how cooperative and forthcoming to be. They were called the Strategic Actuarial Department. All members had signed agreements to not speak about their work to anyone except their spouse. Their spouses had signed similar agreements.

			Don knew that he would not have much access to the Strategic Actuarial Department (SAD) while working on Sane Roads. In 1982, when a mysterious disease began killing gay men in San Francisco, the SAD was asked to seek opportunities within the numbers. Don did not need the entire SAD team, however. 

			He did not go straight to his own office when he left his Arctic Circle lunch with Carl.

			There was a spacious, windowed room down the hall from Don’s office. The door read Cardio Plathemy Senior Account Advisor. If you knocked and then opened the door, Cardio was usually standing up. If he had his hands out of his pockets, his fingers were splayed tents on a circular glass topped table (with silver accents) that took up the bulk of the room. His back bent slightly but engaged as a sprinter waiting, waiting for the starting gun.

			Don knocked, waited for the slight, muttered yelp, then opened the door.

			Cardio might have his back to the door or he might be facing the door. It gave Don the impression that Cardio orbited that table like a slow moon.

			That day, Cardio wore a tight vest over his tapered midriff, matched to his pants. The grey flannel went well with the pink pinstriped shirt. He moved his eyes more than his head when Don came through the door.  He turned back to the collection of papers — many colors and sizes, arrayed in an apparent system across the face of the glass table — in front of him, took a pencil up in his right hand while his left steadied a creamy page of European A4 dimensions and made a small line at the end of a hand-drawn table.

			“Don.”

			“Card.” Cardio smiled as usual at the unwanted shortening of his name. Don turned and shut the door. His left hand on the handle and his right fingers pushing the door about two feet above the handle to assure a quiet but complete latching. Then he turned to his own personal math wiz and explained that he needed to know how to survive in the insurance business when the world turned upside down.

			Cardio has an exotic face, which he is aware of. Cardio thinks more than other people, which he is aware of. Cardio is aware, but does not tell other people, that he sometimes formulates sentences in his head but realizes that they are only numbers and functions strung together. He then has to translate that thought into a language that other people can understand. Incidentally, he speaks three languages, two fluently and one functionally. Don speaks one.

			“So, you are setting this in motion but you don’t know how our company will benefit yet?”

			“Yes. We will have a head start. And, we have you.”

			“Our competitors, they have actuaries and analysts, too.”

			“But they don’t have you. What are you working on now?”

			Cardio lowered one eyebrow and explained his current project as “parsing a few tawdry differentials.” He said that he could have it done by next Wednesday and would start on the remapping of car insurance Thursday.
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			At the Show

			[ 2003 ]

			Cardio is not the only person of his age in this venue. He is tall enough that he has scanned the crowd and noticed the obvious over 40s. Most are men. A lot are alone. An equal number of them linger in the back, squeeze in mid-pack, and have shouldered themselves to the front.

			He had bought the ticket far in advance. The popular Spokane club booked her for a week night, not a weekend show favored to sell out, but he did not know that and wanted to make sure he had access to the experience.

			Mary’s album had found him like an arrow. His careful scans of culture had picked it up, snagging his attention by the corner when a critic got caught up misusing his memory of The Bible to contort Mary’s album “Delilah” into an anti-religious satire. The article pulled in extensive lyric quotes, and they stuck into Cardio’s mind as the relevance of the article quickly faded into deep storage.

			The confounding, the contorting of the author slowed Cardio down. He stepped out of the office one day, found his way to the record store, and bought the album.

			He did not start reading voraciously about Mary until he had spent that first night alone with her. He started cooking a dinner for one, put the CD into his stereo.

			“Matter, what’s the matter.”

			He looked up, nodded, then returned to chopping a single carrot.

			He chops a half an onion. The scent is perfect for the music. It calls to you, it hurts you, and you manage to stand still and let it wash over you. You want to stand still and feel the moment, be overpowered and see the end of that invisible force.

			He listened a second time, after finishing his dinner. He opened the CD case, took out the book, and read the simply-printed lyrics. He took a pen and marked up the page, drawing arrows across the lines to make clear how the third track remembers the first and alludes to the seventh.

			Then Cardio started reading about Mary. He picked up the music fan magazines, the industry magazines that focus on market segments and genre trends. There were three literary writers who built mention of Mary. He found them all. He set up a tool to query web crawlers for mentions of “Mary” and “Delilah.” It allowed him to find these points that she had woven together, the mention in Time Magazine, the photographic associations with celebrities in People, and the Rolling Stone extended interview.

			He could see into it, looking askance at her and what trailed behind her. The grooves in the sand that her heavy cloaks made.

			And she challenged the more daring writers. Their weak interpretations, like the first article he found, caused him to love her, and to feel unnaturally close to her even though they never met. She did not know of Cardio, but he felt a kinship. That if they had a few minutes together they would become dear friends, laughing, offering lights for each other’s cigarettes, prodding fun that can only be built on the deepest understanding of how the other is put together.

			He bought that ticket long before the show. He went through a lot of scenarios to imagine what it would be like. It was unlikely that they would meet, no matter how beautiful that meeting would be for both of them.

			He’s here now, in a sea of young faces. He’s holding a drink, a double Basil Hayden whiskey with no ice in a narrow glass he had to point at. The bartender thought it was ridiculous but found himself too busy to even express that this was confusing. He poured the drink. Cardio paid cash and waited for his change.

			The show started 40 minutes late, something he had not foreseen.

			“Matter, what’s the matter?”

			Cardio lowers the glass to his hip. His fingers tip it upright as the angle of it moves past where his wrist could keep it level. He is holding on to the rim and the glass dangles at his thigh. He tips his chin up a little bit. His eyebrows are at attention.

			

			It’s an amazing feeling, to be above them all like that. Two songs in and she is washing over him.

			There is not a good measure of sincerity, but he is watching her dispense it in mighty portions.

			After the second song it is time for some chit chat. She tweaks her guitar, her capo, she taps foot pedals.

			“Spokane, Spokane, Spokane. 

			Seems like a nice town for experiments.” She turns and makes brief eye contact with the multi-instrumentalist.

			“No one talks about experiments that went right. Maybe tonight you will start one. Or maybe tomorrow in the sober light of day. That’s a good time for experimenting, too. Here’s a song about an experiment going well.”

			Cardio puts in his pocket the thought that experiments should be faced objectively, not with a desire for success or fear of failure. Experimenting is without any investment in one outcome or the other.

			Mid-thought, Mary and her band blast the room back, blowing the audience away from them. 

			In small clubs like this, they can’t get the lighting effect to sync with the music. The song relies on the zero-warning harmony+tone salad+beat extravaganza. Tonight, they crushed Cardio with the volume and the percussion patterns while a new voice and instrument threads all needed to be figured out all at once and then all started fading again.

			The bassist watches every head in the room kick back or blink or smile in relief.

			Cardio is uplifted, is surrendered. He stops figuring. He can’t figure. There is not a measure for it. The sole of his right foot lifts up off the ground briefly. Toe last, then heel first back down.

			The percussion settles in to something manageable. The bass player watches faces calm and start to bob together.

			There is not a measure for it right now.

			After the third song Cardio lights a cigarette. In a place like this you can simply flick your cigarette toward the floor. It’s an amazing feeling.

			Then it was over. There was a moment he was blank, and then a moment to walk through. The white house lights came on. Cardio walked toward the door. When he heard Mary sing, he thought everything had been worth it.
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			Cardio and His Rest

			[ 2022 ]

			Cardio is sitting in a comfortable-looking cane chair at the end of a hallway. The door next to him is open and afternoon light from the window falls upon his feet. He has a cup of tea next to him on a heavy end table. It is more of a prop than a refreshment. The long-term residents are not fooled, but they do not care and he does not care if they care. He takes a disinterested sip of the tea.

			He sees patterns, he always has. That essentially has been the job. As you progress, you release your ego and become less fragile. You work more easily. Then eventually you lose any sense of mastery and become forever the novice. The patterns are greater than you, but to be seen they need you. You have to breathe into them, mortalize them. By their nature, it is a simplification – a relief for these viewers (executive, tactical, or whatever), but you know them, the patterns. All the patterns, including the ones inside of the executives and the tacticians. They are not matter, they cannot be grasped. We create a simulacrum, a fake that can be printed out. Touched, pointed to. Most people need that. Patterns alone are not natural for people. Once you have given up trying for mastery you can be a novice for the rest of time, the rest of your time. Really befriend the patterns. Like when someone sits at the bar because there is a social emptiness in his heart. He calculates that bars are a good place to be. That if you are in a bar that the bar itself presents up to two places a new friend or lover could sit. The pattern: Someone sits down once. He has done this ten times with no result and the eleventh time you get a short conversation. No ongoing relationship. Our subject repeats the behavior. The 27th time he gets a similar result. The 60th time he meets someone that he has sex with shortly thereafter. Success of a sort. Mostly a sad inevitability, not fulfillment. Watch that, Reginald. Pattern? A flick of a coin in the air. All of us who think about it know that there are no patterns in flipped coins.

			A train just passed the building. Some rushed to the windows.

			Sorry, no. The flipped coin. There is no actual pattern, but we can sell ourselves and each other on patterns. But it is not an actual pattern. The pattern is from the breath of God, forming the present at every moment. Those in a quest for patterns want to own the future. They seek advantage. They want to rule. Patterns are the key to ruling. They tell you when the comet will appear, right? When the rains will come. We are things, not patterns. I am a thing. You are a thing. I can touch you. You are not a pattern. I have been asked for patterns. I have been asked for actionable information from watching the breath of God. To be honest, I loved it. I love it. My mind was fully engaged. I liked the problems. I provided salient answers. I still can act like a master for periods of time. Then, like an amateur, like a novice, I watch patterns helplessly. I tell the paying customers that maybe, that maybe they could justify some worry that at the end of the day, that please understand about patterns. But they don’t want to. Patterns are hymns they want to sing. Singing a true pattern is like singing a baseball game. Don’t believe in me. Don’t believe in results. Definitely don’t believe in these patterns. They don’t repeat. The trends are well hidden in motifs that look like noise. Even those trends do not care about outcome. They don’t win or lose. Reginald, I think I understand. I write him letters, I did so this morning. He reads them. I read his work and there is a pattern or two I recognize.

			Some days Cardio has visitors.
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			Reginald 

			[ 2010 ]

			Reginald woke up, again. That kept happening. Is it true for everyone else that the first act of waking is remembering?

			No, it is the second act for most people. The first act of awakening is the question why. Only the obsessed and those too tired to fight anymore skip the question why and start in on remembering.

			Reginald could not sleep anymore, and just folding and unfolding his body under the blankets was going to ruin him, with remembering.

			He got up.

			In the hallway he came across his bike. That was encouraging.

			He took a piss with one eye closed, idly moving his hips to direct the stream around the toilet bowl. Lesser men used their fingers to aim their dick. Didn’t flush the toilet. Save water.

			For lack of anything better to do, he turned on the radio and prepared food. Some black beans from the fridge, an egg, and a corn tortilla. Reginald is allergic to wheat, a celiac.

			This is a fucking great day to get outdoors. Highs in the low seventies, sun expected, no rain in the valley. It looks like Spring might be here early. Skip school.

			He likes that those who have this condition are called celiac. The -iac ending suggests a medical description of something harsh and natural. Maniac. Celiac. Cardiac. Stand back! I think he is a celiac. (Crowd ooohs and quakes.)

			

			These old sash windows freak him out a bit. It takes a good amount of force
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