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His life seemed
to be a vast sprawl of decisions and desperation. As if he were an
angler trying to flick his wrist for a special catch, as if the
still pool held secrets which merely needed to be hauled to the
surface, he cast his reel and waited for a jerking movement which
showed he’d caught the right fish. He longed to place it on cool
leaves in the bottom of a wicker basket, but the poster-perfect
image he must have seen on a calendar had faded and his hands
remained merely wet.

If he’d only
known which blending of choice and insight could have yielded the
perfect house on the quiet street, he would have taken it. If he’d
known where to find Shareen, he would have looked for her earlier.
If he’d known what degree program would have led to job
satisfaction, what he’d learn from each of his friendships and
betrayals, whether he should have emptied the piggy bank for a bike
or save for the future purchase which would complete his life, then
he would have had a better grip on the future. Time moved
inexorably in one direction, through green fields and onto roads
and streets and then finally from the bathroom to the kitchenette.
Instead, gathering speed in the downhill sprint, he was led to an
inevitable and easily imagined end.

Cast as a child
into a headlong race, he ran from degradation to triumph,
suspecting that the profound insight he was meant to uncover
wouldn’t materialize, and terrified that it might.


I don’t want
to live in a world where there are no lions anymore. Or where there
are no people like lions. (Werner Herzog)
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Kinski always
says it [the jungle] is full of erotic elements. I don’t see it so
much erotic. I see it more full of obscenity. It’s just—Nature here
is vile and base. I wouldn’t see anything erotic here. I would see
fornication and asphyxiation and choking and fighting for survival
and... growing and... just rotting away. Of course, there’s a lot
of misery. But it is the same misery that is all around us. The
trees here are in misery, and the birds are in misery. I don’t
think they—they sing. They just screech in pain. It’s an unfinished
country. It’s still prehistorical. The only thing that is lacking
is—is the dinosaurs here. It’s like a curse weighing on an entire
landscape. And whoever... goes too deep into this has his share of
this curse. So we are cursed with what we are doing here. It’s a
land that God, if he exists has—has created in anger. It’s the only
land where—where creation is unfinished yet. Taking a close look
at—at what’s around us there—there is some sort of a harmony. It is
the harmony of... overwhelming and collective murder. And we in
comparison to the articulate vileness and baseness and obscenity of
all this jungle—Uh, we in comparison to that enormous
articulation—we only sound and look like badly pronounced and
half-finished sentences out of a stupid suburban... novel... a
cheap novel. We have to become humble in front of this overwhelming
misery and overwhelming fornication... overwhelming growth and
overwhelming lack of order. Even the—the stars up here in the—in
the sky look like a mess. There is no harmony in the universe. We
have to get acquainted to this idea that there is no real harmony
as we have conceived it. But when I say this, I say this all full
of admiration for the jungle. It is not that I hate it, I love it.
I love it very much. But I love it against my better judgment.

 


In this case we
will probably have one of the last feature films with authentic
natives in it. They are fading away very quickly and it’s a
catastrophe and a tragedy that’s going on and we are losing riches
and riches and riches and we lose cultures and individualities and
languages and mythologies and we’ll be stark naked at the end.
We’ll end up like all the cities in the world now with skyscrapers
and a universal kind of culture like—like the American culture.

(Werner Herzog,
Burden of Dreams)


Chapter One ~ Fading
Away




When Shareen
died there weren’t as many tubes. Even when his mother died
finally, after nearly a hundred years of telling the world how a
corpse is best interred, her bodily integrity was preserved. Is
this what death is then, several clear plastic tubes hooked to
various parts of his anatomy? His most profound struggle wasn’t
the feeling that his own death was tearing down upon him like a
runaway truck on a hill, but rather trying to keep from hurting the
feelings of others.

Some of it
couldn’t be helped. Kids who volunteered in the hospital because
they were hoping to be nurses or doctors would tear up when he
cried out in pain, and some of the nursing staff felt the absence
of guests more than him. He didn’t want them to care. They only
needed to perform their job. The friends who should have been at
his side hadn’t been informed. They were old themselves, and didn’t
need yet another reminder of their mortality.

He tried to
grit his teeth through the delay in the morphine drip, and shove
down the tendency to be querulous and difficult, but more than once
he snapped at an aide, and then later had to apologize. Their faces
were as bland as weak tea. They’d seen it all before. But they
didn’t seem to realize that it was all new for him. He didn’t plan
for any of it, and when one tube after another was inserted, each
indignity hovered over him like a rotting tree too close to the
house.

The initial
doctor’s visit had been innocent enough, some difficulty with
constipation that had plagued him on and off for at least ten
years. “If you’d come sooner,” the doctor told him.

He said that to
the cabbie on the way home. “I should have gone sooner.”

“And then
what?” the cabbie had asked. “So you get there sooner. Then they
diagnose, pump you full of chemicals.”

He remembered
who he was speaking to and lapsed into silence.

“Fifteen years
ago I was fine.” Shareen was alive. He wasn’t alone. And reruns on
television weren’t constant reminders of how many years lay between
him and his youth.

The cabbie said
nothing more and when it came time to pay he kept the tip at ten
percent. Any less was an insult and a comment, and any more and
he’d be betraying himself.

His house felt
as though someone had broken in and moved around the furniture to
suit themselves, as though he had a squatter who’d forgotten to
announce himself. As if a roommate had decided that he needed
rounded corners on his furniture, that his shoes should be lined up
and not thrown in a heap at the bottom of the closet, and the
contents of his pantry labeled until he knew exactly what needed to
be eaten first.

He’d grown
organized. In the old joke the doctor warned against buying green
bananas, and he’d thought to try that on the dry-eyed doctor who
looked through the test results as though seeing them for the first
time, but when the moment came his throat was dry and his hand sore
from twisting his fingers.

“Pancreatic,”
the doctor said when he asked.

“That’s a bad
one, isn’t it?”

“We have had
some successes, but I’m not going to lie to you”—the doctor had the
look of a man who was about to lie—“for every success story there
are a hundred others not nearly as positive.”

At the time
he’d wondered, incongruously, if the man had wanted to follow a
different muse. Maybe he’d wished to be a wordsmith, to bend the
prepositions and comparisons until his face was red and the crowd
was huffing with delight. He was too verbose to be a writer, so
maybe that had driven him back into Nightingale’s arms. He would
cure the world, he’d likely thought, although the dream of being on
the radio warning about viruses running rampant hadn’t
materialized. Instead, he’d become the type who cautioned about an
impending doom, like a serial killer who wasn’t ambitious enough to
do his own killing and had to be satisfied with happenstance.

That diagnosis
and the subsequent speech had led directly to the chemotherapy, to
the endless nausea and pitying looks, and then finally to the
morphine drip and the catheter. The worst was the pain and the
humiliation. He would have been happier not knowing what was
happening. His body weakening day after day, he would plan his
meals well in advance, guessing that he’d be around to enjoy them,
instead of counting vials the nurses dumped into the tube as though
that was his lifeline.

The needle in
his arm itched. That was something that they’d never told him, and
his bowels, never very efficient to begin with, had begun to shut
down as a result of the drugs. He’d complained but the doctor had
merely looked out the window and asked if he needed him to notify
anyone.

The preacher
who came by was a distraction, and he needled him with the soul he
would lose if he didn’t try hard enough. “I find myself questioning
the meaning of life more and more,” he explained. “I just can’t
wrap my head around why a god would go out of his way to worry
about me dying when there are little kids all over the world he is
letting be raped every moment. I think he needs to get his
priorities in order.”

“He is working
on every problem in the world,” the preacher’s pancake syrup voice
assured him. “He sees all need and is answering their prayers.”

“Doesn’t seem
like he’s working very hard. It sounds like you might have picked
the wrong hero, preacher. You even read that book?”

Such
exclamations failed to drive the man away, but his delivery of
platitudes became curt and the dry weeds that were the long
hospital days were bleaker for the mockery he inflicted on the man.
Soon he slept as much as he could. Despite remembering his mother
saying that she would have lots of time to sleep in the grave, he
dreamed that he would merely slip away. Each drip took him closer
to where the preacher crouched beside an open pit, and each
whispered instruction was a wish-list of what he could have
done.


Chapter Two ~
Rotting




His friend
Andre continued to have a poor relationship with the police. When
he came to visit in the assisted living apartment he’d taken after
Shareen was gone, Andre would complain that the police had long
since—because of his grey hair—chosen to treat him as they would
any other citizen. “My memories of that time are fresh enough that
I know better than trust their smiles.” Andre was waved through
checkstops, and his passport given a cursory check at the border.
“It was a different story when I was younger. More of a threat to
those who beat down long hair with a truncheon.”

He listened.
Andre never said anything about the stark contrast between their
lives. His was a house where Andre might grab a meal, or sleep on a
couch, but for him Andre was a window into a world he would never
be able to see outside of television. At times Andre told him that
he’d felt like a multisyllabic word missing vital letters, as
though those in power saw his long hair before his face, imagined
him in parts before they assembled him into a man. He hadn’t had
the same life, and with Andre talking, he tried to imagine what it
would have been like if he’d taken another path.

“My knees ache
when I lean over to put on my boots. At one time I’d happily lace
up thirty-eight-hole Doc Martens while squatting on the floor. Now
the laces are too far away, and the eyelets too small for
aiming.”

“I’m in
slippers most of the time.”

Andre barely
heard him. He explained how pounding the pavement was no longer the
lighthearted affair that it had been. “My feet are in agony if I
walk too long, and back spasms if I stay on my feet in one spot.
I’m caught,” he grinned, “between walking, sitting, lying, and very
little bending.”

Once they’d
explored the litany of complaints that all old people bring out to
compare, Andre talked about how he still stood out in a crowd. Long
after the police brutality had been largely forgotten, by society
in general as well as the police, his body remembered. He still
flinched when a cop drove slowly by, and carefully kept his eyes to
himself when they found someone else to brutalize. He didn’t have
the resilience of his youth, when he would holler at a cop car
sitting at a light and be prepared to sprint if they wanted to beat
him. Now he could barely scuttle to one side as they ran toward him
blaring a siren, their need for a lunchtime break more important
than his life.

“I’m even
saying hello to particular cops. Imagine that. Me, letting them get
the best of me. Especially those hired to watch the grocery stores
for poor people stealing a sandwich, or those shoving children near
playgrounds and parks. They don’t care what I say.” He claimed that
they recognized him under the balding head and golf shirt. Some
subtle clue informed on him, explained to them that he was a
criminal in disguise—an old uncle Trim, who’d gone into hiding
after an attempted bombing and was only arrested decades later. He
couldn’t pass, and just like Trim, he carried the past with him
like a miasma.

“Same with you,
I’m betting. Mornings are worse. I spend the first few hours in bed
remembering before I can finally lever myself into the bathroom. My
prostate is a cop’s greedy finger looking for drugs, and my joints
creak like a cell door.” After a moment Andre remembered what he
was in for, as he called it, and he stopped talking about his
prostate.

“Once I’m up
and mobile, it’s a fairly simple matter to walk to the gate, and
then turn either left or right, depending on whether I want to walk
into a richer or poorer neighbourhood.”

He nodded like
he understood. “We used to take those walks for granted.”

“Fifty years
ago I would have been embarrassed to say it, but I’m turning more
right than left. Those big houses by the river are what I spent a
lifetime fighting against, but you know, those on the left are
increasingly fighting me.”

He took his
walk vicariously through Andre’s description. He saw the stairs to
the river, and how the path flattened out into mudflats and rich
people’s docks. He could keep his eyes on the water and imagine a
time when houses didn’t crowd the bank, before the trees had been
cut to afford the rich their view, and when animals found more than
a toxic wasteland of sewage when they followed the stream.

Andre’s
activism had shifted over the years. He’d gone from worrying at
union regulations and workers’ rights to being more concerned about
an equitable standard of living. As he put his shoulder to each
massive millstone, he shifted his grip, hoping that if he came at
the problem from a different angle then the leverage might move the
entire stone. As the climate deteriorated and workers lost what
little rights they’d fought for a hundred years earlier, his focus
turned to DDT and glyphosate. He beat the last of his cartilage on
the pavement outside the halls of power, and with a hundred others,
he waved signs at empty windows where politicians were supposed to
be working for him.

He had slowed,
and the movement itself had lost steam. They split their energies
on fertilizer in the particular stream, or smoke from a distant
fire. He understood them, although when he was young he would have
hollered that the whole world was burning. He’d mellowed, and the
world had grown complacent as well. He could go on about that at
length, and did on nearly every visit.

“The young
people are fashion activists. That’s what they are. Spend more time
adjusting their clothing and preparing their slogans than they do
reading about the problem. You know,” he checked to see if he’d
drifted off. “They avoided me as much as the police used to. I’m a
relic from a bygone time, an aging unfashionable hippy with an
attitude.”

Andre
increasingly avoided the major rallies. He’d seen the empty
windows, the false estimates of numbers in the corporate press, and
while he hadn’t taken to Facebook stridency like many his age, he
settled into a life where he modified his behaviour. “A frog can
only affect its own pond,” he told him. When croaking at others,
you could perhaps teach them, but in general he’d grown
disillusioned. Governments and the military began as a few
concerned citizens, and then quickly—once they had
numbers—deteriorated into oppressive forces. A citizens group could
easily do the same.

After Andre
left the afternoon sun angled toward the back of his room. Once his
back was too sore to sit over his papers, so he set them aside and
switched on the news. He’d once called it keeping abreast of world
developments, but increasingly he would admit what it was. He
wasn’t Andre, who railed against every change. The news was his
guilty pleasure. He’d predicted the world would get worse and it
did. He watched the riots while eating bran cereal and lingered
over potatoes and peas when watersheds became destroyed through
erosion or toxic spills. The loss of species was time for pie, and
an after-dinner coffee meant another set of protests had been
quelled by a fierce dictatorship.

Only when he
went to bed did he chastise himself, and promise that the next day
would be different. Tomorrow, he’d listen when Andre told him about
the pain in his joints, and the spot where the police baton had
caved in part of his skull that throbbed with remembered aches.
He’d become more active. He’d tell the younger generation what it
meant to lay a life on the line.

When Andre
didn’t come to visit, he began to ask around. His friend had been
caught by the same hospital system he’d protested. The bodily
deterioration he’d dreaded had caught up with him finally. He
couldn’t talk or litigate his way out of this one. “This time”—when
he finally got him on the phone, his voice was different—“I’ll have
to pay for my crimes.”


Chapter Three ~
Nature




“What natural
world?” he demanded of the television. “You mean the one I’m
watching?”

It had been
that kind of day. He’d slid from the Friday into the Saturday
without even shouldering an axe, and now the shadows were
lengthening on his neighbour’s carport and the dogs were barking as
they were walked on the boulevard. The TV was shoving him from the
fridge to the couch, and the windows looked out on greys and pastel
greens. His car had been in the shop for a week, so there was no
chance of escape. He should have been an Egyptian god hanging from
a triangular tomb, not some poor slob yelling at a deaf television
that he was drunk but not drunk enough.

It began with
the climate emergency, and then descended into the chaos of people
walking up and down his block with placards. He wanted to yell from
the porch, or sling old socks and hockey pucks from the upstairs
windows, but decorum kept him inside, his thinning boxers hidden
behind the housecoat which was his house-wear. “The world is colder
every day,” he wanted to tell them. “There are mice in every
cupboard and snarling dogs at every bus stop.”

The notion
exhausted him, the idea that even after hollering from his stoop
the caravan might move on. Potholes were delay tactics, and he’d
practiced his voice using an ice cream bucket as a bullhorn. He had
proof, one of his slippers had come off while he was fetching some
bills, and the rain had promptly taken it away. Before he could
stoop to pick it up, the rising torrent had dropped it into a storm
drain. As far as he could tell, there was no hope for anyone.

Sometimes he
dreamed he could live in a civil country, where his neighbours
would wish him well and speak of times past when their children had
played on the lawn. He imagined a pre-war, or a never-war era, when
the narrow end of the sword hadn’t come down on their necks while
they were ordering a meal. He’d wake from such fantasies with an
erection and a sense of loss. He’d flail for an hour trying to
force his way back into the dream, using his pillow to block the
light and calling upon the disintegrating fragments which his sleep
had left him in lieu of restfulness.

The dreams came
less often, and the hangman who used to haul the bodies around his
skull by their necks would laugh through what otherwise could have
been an uneventful afternoon. He’d learned to bulldog his way out
of morning, to bluntly face the congealing butter on the knife, and
slap the frypan’s flat face as he prepared it for the stove. He was
coping. Despite the icicles hanging from the Christmas lights, the
frayed skin on the inside of his knuckles, the seized motor on the
fan over the burners, he would act like a man who could pick up a
wrench on the road and immediately recognize its use.

By the time
afternoon had been beaten into early evening, the television news
had turned to disasters far away, and he was treated to
unrealistically monstrous boulders rolling down hills, to waters
rising and impossibly sweeping away a building. He squeezed his
eyes shut. If I can’t see you then you can’t see me. The
mantra didn’t work now that he was on the wrong side of sixty. It
had been built with a younger man in mind. When he gave in, the
flooding had turned to huge waves, and ships which had been
constructed in a more optimistic time were overturned by regular
storms.

The
placard-wavers were gone by the time he paused near the kitchen
window. He positioned himself close enough to see the neighbour
woman sunning in the yard, but far enough away so that his eyes
wouldn’t be visible. The neighbourhood was returning to normal, the
odd still-smouldering cigarette the only reminder that there had
been anything other than lawn haircuts and power-washed pavement.
He leaned farther in, and then swayed back when her face turned
like a lighthouse seeking a wrecked ship. How do they always
know?

A rattling
cough from the back of his throat threatened to send for the
doctor, but he held up his hand like he was signalling for a bus in
a high wind. When his lungs emptied, he heaved another bucket of
air, and then settled onto the couch and held a pillow over his
stomach. He imagined a ligature which connected the throbbing in
his lungs to the twisting in his guts, but he knew no medical
diagram could confirm what he’d alone discovered. His house settled
and the beams let out a loud crack.

The thermometer
at the kitchen window leered at him. For all his claims, it was hot
as blazes, and he’d be hard pressed to find a house that wasn’t
running the furnace in reverse, hoping to pull coolness from the
damp basements into the drywall and insulation of the upstairs.
“Climate,” he mumbled to himself. His chin dropped onto his chest
and while the television blared about this degree or that, he was a
boy jumping from the fence into chest-high snow. He shivered
without a coat while his brother laughed behind a locked door, and
when a hurricane came through it delivered snow instead of
rain.

The sweat on
his chest and arms, that pilled his face and made his palms too
slippery for a cup, that pooled in the crack of his ass, began to
evaporate. As though the fan had found a second wind, and was
prepared to go beyond its manufacturer’s specifications, he felt
cold on the couch. The anger drained from him like hair aiming for
a clogged sink, and while his mind wandered the fertile field of
his childhood experiences, his body began to accept that it was no
longer in that simpler time. His mouth opened and he would have
been embarrassed to know that his lips were moving with snoring.
The house was as empty as the sky, and he was too far away to see
that uninterrupted blue was also a colour.
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