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    To those who want to be more, stop talking and start doing. To those who told me this, thank you. Your message was received.
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He shoved the scribble in his pocket as he exited the Lounge. Backward. Beyond. The epiphanous words guiding his next work suppressed any concern regarding the absent shrink. As he’d come to realize, life rarely afforded simultaneous gifts. He was confident next week the grey cardigan would return to the third table adjacent to the window in the easterly-facing aisle seat. 

A steady warm breeze grazed his body. Summer had reached its climax, the hottest days of the year occurring earlier this week, the exposed lawns now a patchwork of beige and lime. Through the alley between Memorial Union and the garage he could see the aluminum pontoons of the day’s first boats crossing Mendota. Despite living adjacent for two years, he’d never traversed the waves, nor had he the desire. A new season was upon him, however, and like the turnings of last year, it required an emphatic beginning. 

Right now though more important tasks required his attention. He’d hastily packed his belongings from 104 Langdon into the 944’s trunk on Friday before jettisoning them into his new accommodations at 112 Langdon yesterday afternoon. Today would be a painful day of organization, made even more arduous by last night’s libations. Whether or not the pain was worthwhile remained unanswered. He turned the 944’s ignition and headed towards its new home behind 515 N. Carrol St. 

He entered his new quarters to a menagerie of clothes, glassware, partially used hygiene products, and mismatched leftover kitchenware. He started by folding the clothes piled in the bedroom’s far corner. The irony his day off would be spent folding and sorting confirmed the divine’s sense of humor would persist. Two hours later he’d completed the majority of the organization. All that remained was to procure rations for the empty refrigerator. First though, a tall glass of water to be enjoyed on the Carolina Blue suede couch. He slumped onto the surface. The cushions were stiff, the fabric sterile, the armrests soft as wet slate, a far cry from the enveloping filth he’d grown accustomed to. Quickly the exertion from the morning overcame him and he nestled into the fetal position. The ceiling pulsed in a spectrum of grey. All feeling ceased apart from his head, whose hammering subsided into a gentle brush from an unseen hand. It then stopped.

BUZZ BUZZ BUZZ BUZZ BUZZ

His phone vibrating on the coffee table broke his blissful slumber.

“Hi.”

“Hi. Did your friend get his book?”

“He wasn’t there.”

“Oh well, I’m sure you’ll catch him next time.”

“I hope so. How are you?”

“Better than a few hours ago. How much did we drink last night?”

“Enough.”

“No kidding. I counted two champagne bottles and half a Maker’s.”

“Is that all?”

“Half a frozen pizza. I think you made that.”

“Sounds like me.”

“Anyway, my parents are taking Jared, Jocelyn, and I out on the lake today. I figured you’d like to join.” 

He glanced at the comics. “I’d love to. I had that thought this morning as I was walking back to my car about how I’ve never...”

“Okay great. We’ll meet you at the dock by the Old Edgewater at 3:00.”

“Sounds good. What should I...” She hung up. “Alright then.” He returned to his bedroom to finish the remaining tasks. 

At 2:00PM he headed towards MacTaggart’s, a Langdon St. institution situated in the basement of an apartment building near the bend. It was akin to his beloved Stop & Shop, but also featured a deli. During the school year its aisles were congested at all hours with the Greek’s pompous aura. Only after they left for the summer did he frequent it. As he entered the hidden entrance off Lakelawn Pl. he noticed the aisles blockaded by them. He begrudgingly entered the mob, filling out his order card before taking a seat amongst the familiar grime. His peaceful summer had ended. 

Most of the blockade was gone by the time he received his sustenance. He forewent the ten minute waiting period to eat at his apartment, electing to scarf it down on the shaded curb adjacent to the entrance. It was here he began contemplating the nuances of his impending encounter. Navigating it first involved proper dress. In this department, he didn’t have much. The majority of his wardrobe consisted of sweats, formalwear, and preppy garb from his time at Pi Alpha. All he could muster was a eucalyptus vee-neck and navy athletic shorts, both dated back to high school. It’d have to do, for the alternative would be donning a poor man’s variation of Neil’s getup. Shortly after performing the persistent hundred push-up routine, he left for the dock. Immediately outside was a string of cars in the alley separating 112 from 104 Langdon brimming with fresh supplies for the new year and a stream of new Pi Alphas and their naïve parents moving them. He recognized their faces, but they didn’t recognize his. He watched in his own naivety believing his short time among them deserved recognition. None was awarded. He was a foreigner.

More nostalgia pummeled him as he passed the New Edgewater enroute to the dock. If he wasn’t judicious, today would end the same as it had five months prior. An F-shaped path of glossy white running boards soon appeared. Framing the F’s legs were six motorboats whose hulls matched the board’s. All were empty less the furthest on the top leg where a middle-aged couple was preparing to disembark: 

“Excuse me, are you Eliza’s parents?” 

A towering giant in a thin striped polo replied. “Indeed we are. You must be Theo.”

“I am. Pleasure to meet you Mr. Wood.” They shook hands, him struggling to exert force against the giant’s paw. 

“Pleasure to meet you too. This is my wife Julia.”

“Hello Theo.” Her tone was polite and warm, much like her pineapple print dress and accompanying cream Panama hat.

“Very nice to meet you Mrs. Wood. Looks like a great day for boating.”

“Sure is!” Mr. Wood interjected. “This is actually our friend’s boat. We took it out with them last night and they let us keep it for the day as a thank you for housesitting last week.” 

“Sounds like a fair trade.” He remained paranoid despite the alibi. A familiar voice came from behind.

“Hello! I see you all are getting acquainted.” 

“That we are. How was your night sweetie?”

“It was good mom. Theo came by to pick up his books and then Jared and Jocelyn came over to celebrate.”

“Sounds fun! I’m very excited to read it. You’ve spoken very highly of it,” she began whispering, “and him. He’s handsome.”

“So ask him out.”

“Not sure how your father would feel about that.” They giggled, her greeting her dad before moving towards him.

“Long time no see.” She whispered.

“Good story,” he replied, “did you clear it with them?”

“Yes, don’t worry.” She patted him on the shoulder before returning to the group. He joined, hopeful the other two had their stories straight.

“Jared, Jocelyn.”

“My novelist friend,” he exclaimed, “it’s been too long!”

“That is has. What’ve you been up to?”

“Just enjoying myself. I took your advice and decided to lay low for the summer. It’s been mighty pleasant.”

“I’m happy for you...” Before he could finish, Mr. Wood made a proclamation from the captain’s chair.

“Everybody have their shot?”

“Their what?” Just then, Jocelyn handed him a brown-bottomed red Solo cup.

“Now as I’m sure Jared knows, back when America was a colony it wasn’t safe to drink water at sea. As such, they drank rum. Abiding by that spirit of safety, every journey on the water since I was a child has begun with a shot. On another note, we’re happy to have you all here and can’t thank you enough for supporting our daughter through the most challenging of times. You’ve been wonderful. Thank you. Salud!”

“Salud!” The peppery oil forced its way down and settled alongside the inhaled sandwich. Rejuvenated by the sailor’s tonic he turned into the warm southernly breeze. Beneath him the sapphire chop rocked the deck. Above him thin white brushes canvased the sky. A new era was upon him.
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He nestled into the bench directly behind the captain’s quarter as they headed north. Although shaded by the overhang, the midday sun had seared the white leather, now cooking his shorts. The others soon joined him: Eliza to his right, Jared and Jocelyn basking across them on the opposite bench.

“Eliza, where would one find the drinks on this boat?”

“In the galley.”

“Well look at you using nautical terminology.” She smirked before turning his direction.

“I still find it remarkable you guys are friends.”

“What can I say other than opposites attract?”

“I suppose. Any tips?”

“Tips for what?”

“Dealing with him.”

“Nothing extraordinary. You’ve known him as long as I have.”

“I know, but you know more about him. We’ve only gotten to know eachother at bars and spin classes. Now we’re going to be living together.” 

“Wait, when did this happen?” He couldn’t mask his perplexed expression.

“In April. He needed a roommate after his debacle with Jessica.”

“That he did.”

“I thought I told you about it.”

“You likely did and I don’t remember. Late March and April weren’t kind to me.” He grimaced as he looked over the water. That time period was preoccupied by constant work and editing Forward. Though they spoke a handful of times, he was often too fatigued to remember anything of significance, including that she’d began dating somebody vastly superior to him, which he also discovered by accident. What else had he missed? 

Jared then returned carrying a round of Bud Light Lime. “I appreciate your dad’s taste. Part sailor, part fanatic.”

“Me too,” he added.

“How do you come up with these sayings?”

“I’ll teach you over the next twelve months, don’t worry young padawan.” Padawan was the last word he heard. He aimlessly surveyed the water oscillating his gaze between the trailing wake and the tree-covered shoreline. Occasionally he aimed his stare at the trio in an attempt to reengage, though each instance left him more distant. A day of celebration turned a meaningless struggle for relevance, an all too familiar feeling, in an all too familiar setting. As the boat slowed near the shore of Governor Nelson State Park, he began wondering, for the first time, if he was meant to be there.

A stream of water slapped his face awakening him from his spiraling contemplation. Mr. Wood had cannonballed into the lake directly in front of him, covering his piecemealed outfit with splash marks. Rousing laughter soon erupted. “Just seeing if you were awake Theo.”

“I am now.” While wiping his aviators, as if struck by the omnipresent, his inhibitions vanished, uplifting him from the gallows. He finished the lukewarm Lime. “Hold this.” Handing her the empty can he stepped onto the side hull, ripping off his dampened shirt before following Mr. Wood. Underneath the waves the earth stood still as the tepid waters caressed him with maternal warmth. He emerged seconds later to rousing applause, his convictions about belonging in Madison gone. 

They were now standing approximately one hundred yards from the shore. Eliza and Jocelyn had joined them while Jared collected more Lime. “Just throw them Jared! They’ll float!” They splashed in front of them like a well-planned bombing run. “Pretty good toss for a communications major!”

“And film minor!” Jared retorted. They waited for him to swim over before toasting to what’d turned into a perfect late summer afternoon. 

“Having fun yet,” a voice whispered.

“I am now.” He turned to a stunning muse whose walnut curls were now glistening espresso streaks covering half her chest. Opposite was a neon orange band exposing little else, but what little it did beguiled him, manipulating his hidden eyes towards the alluring olive canvas on which the orange was painted. No words could express his attraction, and thankfully the lake masked his body’s attempt to do so. Her arm began crawling across his back, her chest pivoting clockwise into his side. He remained stoic, his arm’s movement mirroring hers. He peeked around his aviators to ensure nobody was looking. They weren’t. Jared’s charisma had once again proven insurmountable. Out of view, their eyes locked, their lips meeting in a soft but magnetizing kiss. A momentary disconnect lead to another, then another, then an auspicious assertion.

“Later.” The subtle acknowledgement induced a sly grin from both as they rejoined the group. The rest of the day consisted of cruising between swimming areas before ending with dinner at the Old Edgewater bar. From their table on the far left side he could simultaneously see inside the bar, the site of his last precarious encounter with Jared, and stare at the dock, the site of Forward’s most significant romantic encounter involving him and her placeholder. He wondered if she too recognized the scene. 

A furious hallucination of sunburst and violet brought the day to a spectacular end. The youngins thanked their gracious hosts before bidding farewell. They began their respective treks homes, him arriving at his apartment a few minutes later. He peeled off after a short exchange worn, but optimistic. 

That would change the next morning.
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Dawn had yet to arrive. The only light in his room stemmed from the neon 6:53 on the bedside table. There was no view of the lake, only the white brick of the adjacent sorority house separated by a narrow drive. He rolled off the mattress onto the shag carpet and began his steadfast routine. Though the actions hadn’t changed, their new surroundings were discomforting. Instead of a Savasana warmed by the emerging sun, this morning ended with him writhing on the ground amongst a melancholic noir. The silence further upset him as he completed the remaining actions. It would take time to adjust to the loneliness, and even longer to living in 104’s shadow.

Good morning! I had a great time yesterday. Thank you again for inviting me. Sorry for my demeanor at the beginning, it caught me off guard when you said you’d be moving in with Jared.

The message remained unanswered for the next four days adding to an already challenging week supposed to be made easier by a break from writing. Each day more Greeks populated Langdon crowding him out of his oasis, particularly those who occupied his former residence. Walking Friday night the street was awash with raucous pregames on the front lawns. He couldn’t wait for their festivities to move south. 

Sorry I’m just getting back to you. Don’t worry about it, my parents enjoyed meeting you, and they have no idea what happened the night before. 

I’m glad they liked me. How’s your week been?

That message remained unanswered until the following afternoon. 

Busy. Finishing up my summer coursework and getting ready for the fall.

It would be best not to reply. Fatigued as that of a week of intense writing he ended the night sunk into his new mattress after the Greeks finished migrating. A silence he’d began acclimating to further relaxed him into the darkness. 

Bathed in ghost white were his old quarters. Exiting the room he came upon a rambunctious Apartment #3 After-Bar packed with Pi Alphas, most of whom dressed in pastel aloha shirts accessorized with folded Wayfarers and Red Solo cups. The music was indiscernible. The party dissipated in the distance as a soft olive hand led him up a levitated staircase. Below it an even larger crowd was dancing to the same beat. It was then the hand gave way to Eliza’s seductive grin. “In here,” she whispered. “Theo,” said another unforgettable voice, “what’s up buddy!” Words escaped him as Seth came into his periphery donning the same garb as the other Alphas. He turned away to see she’d disappeared. The dancing below was now silent as a vast aluminum and aqua glass mezzanine came into view. The search began with the door where she led him. Empty. The adjacent door. Empty. The door after. Empty. Hopelessly lost, he walked through the final door leading outside. There she emerged in the distance.

BAAAP BAAAP BAAAP 

His new quarters, slightly brightened by the later rise, surrounded him. It’d been years since such a vivid experience overtook his slumber. Within minutes though, it’d been forgotten, and he began his westerly trek to Lakeview Lounge hopeful it too hadn’t been sullied.

He entered at 8:02AM anxiously awaiting the shrink’s arrival. The Lounge was empty, thank God. The chaos had returned to Madison, only now he was a disgruntled bystander observing the fray. Peace would be a rare luxury for the next few months. Next to his dark roast sat a copy of Forward, which given his past experiences in this seat was a dangerous arrangement. He moved it to the opposite side of the table. 

Thirty minutes passed. The Lounge remained soulless. In an hour he’d need to open the store. A couple entered just before 9:00AM and sat on the opposite end. More time passed. With only ten minutes before needing to leave, the worst contemplations manifested. He hammered his keyboard until he arrived at the State Journal Obituaries. The shrink then appeared.

Dr. Hugh Robert Williams, August 21, 1925 – August 22, 2015

His eyes were now hypnotized by the copy across the table and the empty chair behind. The comedic divine had been cruel to him before, but this macabre act was a bridge he never imagine they’d cross. Heckling them was a fruitless endeavor. His face swelled and twitched attempting to hide the melancholy. In his right pocket was a black felt marker he’d been using to autograph other copies. He pulled it out after packing his computer. Death would not obstruct his promise.

Dr. Williams, or Hugh, not sure which you’d prefer, 

I just missed you. Hopefully you and Elizabeth will find time to enjoy this work. As promised, it is to my standard. I hope it is to yours also, and is a proper tribute to the wisdom you imparted on me that fateful Sunday morning in March. I look forward to our next encounter. 

Thank You, 

Theo
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He plowed forward until the Lounge was hidden by State St. There’d be no telling when he’d return or what the lone copy’s fate would be. All he knew was attempting to predict either would produce nothing except pain. Stop & Shop patronage completed, he opened the store. 

He’d forgotten how long days were in the absence of customers, homework, or writing. One hour felt like several days. The shrink’s departure rendered him motionless, his only movements those necessary to ingest the light sustenance. Finally a customer walked in, forcing him to engage as she meandered through the front of the store. She left minutes later without a word. Her brief appearance, however, catalyzed him. Apathy, as he well knew, only anchored him to the past. As articulated by the title of the shrink’s masterpiece, yesterday was gone. After returning the displaced vee neck, he opened his computer to read the obituary.

Madison – Dr. Hugh Robert Williams, age 90, died peacefully at his home in the Spring Harbor neighborhood surrounded by his four children Marlene (DeCosta) Williams, Georgia Williams, Dr. Hugh R. Williams Jr., and Dr. John R. Williams. He was preceded in death by his wife of 65 years Elizabeth (Kretschmer) Williams and their yellow labs Siggy and Carl. 

A loving father whose fascination with human behavior led him from a small farming community outside McGregor, MN to graduating from UW Medical School (now UW School of Medicine and Public Health (SMPH)) in 1951. After completing his residency at UW Hospital (now University Hospital) in 1955, he opened one of Madison’s first psychiatric practices, operating it successfully for 50 years before retiring in 2005. He garnered a stellar reputation as a dedicated, reliable servant to his patients and a sage to those pursuing careers in the medical field. “Hugh”, as he preferred to be called, will leave a legacy of compassion, faith, and service. 

A funeral will be held at Our Lady Queen of Peace Parish in Madison on Friday, August 28 at 8:30AM with visitation at 9:30AM. In lieu of flowers, the family requests donations be made to the Carbone Cancer Center. 

A soft smile formed as he let out a revitalizing breath. “What a life. See you in a few days Hugh.” Desiring not to wallow, he reasoned now was as good as any time to begin work on Backward. It wouldn’t begin with 273 pages of meaningless dribble, but with compiling notes from Forward’s several drafts. He stole a few sheets of paper from the printer behind Steve’s desk and began writing. He was impressed by the result, the bevy of transferred information forming the structure of a much improved sequel. The exercise continued throughout the day. After arriving home and scraping together leftovers from last night he resumed the exercise with the physical drafts he used at the end. Halfway through the first draft he grew weary and prepared for bed, reignited by the first steps of this new journey. 

The following days were spent preparing for the fall rush. Still, he managed to read through the remaining drafts. By Thursday night he’d created a snaking map to be further refined throughout the weekend.

He rose early the next morning having slept little, the impending encounter with the shrink’s family top of mind. If he was a foreigner walking down the street he lived, showing up to a church, let alone one he’d never been to, having met the deceased one time, would make him an alien. Donning a pristine china blue shark collar, tapered ash chinos, cognac leather belt, and distressed tan penny loafers, he departed, a probable reason for his presence, despite the restless night, unfounded. 

The drive was shorter than anticipated, him arriving thirty minutes before the service to an empty lot. The church was a masterwork of modern architecture, its layered calcite eaves like geometric petals surrounding the steeple, a towering monolith piercing the trees shadowing the surrounding neighborhood. Atop the monolith was a chrome cross reflecting the sky’s undulating grey. Near the entrance four cars then appeared, one a maroon Odyssey identical to his parents’. Out of them four families of six carrying a variety of artifacts exited. Supposedly they were the family. He continued to wait. Several more vehicles populated the lot over the next twenty minutes before he entered. Through the aqua glass he previewed the array of artifacts sprinkled throughout the lobby. Their breadth was significant: nine tables, distinguished by the decade written on posterboard, covered with photographs, papers, awards, newspaper clippings, even birthday cards. Underneath the decade were multicolored notes highlighting specific events of his life, pop culture, and world and Madison history. Hugh would’ve been proud.

The altar’s first five rows were full. He took his seat in the sixth on the right next to an elderly couple in proper mourning attire. They smiled at him, he returning the gesture. As he always did before mass he passed the time mindlessly reading the bulletin. The service began with the pipe organ filling every void with a haunting echo. Normally at this point the service would dissolve into white noise as resolving one of many conflicts took over. However, this was the first service he’d voluntarily attended, and furthermore one he believed was amongst the omnipresent. For that hour, there was only the congregation and the tributary words stemming from it. 

He exited the altar in an empty peace, making his way towards the first of the nine tables.

1925-1935

	Hugh Robert Williams is born on a five acre sugar beet farm three miles north of McGregor, MN to English immigrants Alfred and Ada Williams (August 1925)

	UW Madison’s Memorial Union opens (October 1928)

	United States enters the Great Depression following the Wall Street Crash (October 1929)

	Edwin H. Land patents the polarizer, the technology preceding the polaroid camera (July 1933)


The next two were equally fascinating. He was dumbstruck by the changes the shrink witnessed in his first thirty years. Before he transitioned to the 1960’s, he felt a tap on his right shoulder:

“Enjoying the displays I see,” a sanguine voice whispered.

“That I am. They’re wonderfully put together. I’m excited to read the rest of them.” 

“Indeed they are. It was quite the family project.”

“I’m sure it was.” A moment of silence followed before the voice continued.

“Excuse my curiosity, but you look awfully familiar, although I can’t place my finger on where I would’ve met you.” His hand crumpled against his chin searching for the answer. “How did you know my father? I’m sorry, that was rude. I’m Hugh Williams Jr.”

“It’s okay. I’m Theo, pleasure to meet you Hugh. I met your father in March. I was sitting inside Lakeview Lounge at Memorial Union on a dreary Sunday. I’d just spilled coffee over my computer when your father walked over and asked to sit next to me. At the time I’d just finished writing the first draft of a novel and that computer was the only place I kept it. Needless to say I wasn’t in the mood to speak to a stranger. He persisted though, and I’m glad he did. He told me about the book he’d just finished and why he wouldn’t publish despite it taking ten years to write.”

“Yesterday is Gone.”

“That’s the one. After we spoke more I told him I’d bring him a copy of my novel when it was finished, which ended up being August 16th, the one time he wasn’t at the Lounge. I returned the next Sunday and discovered why he wasn’t there. I credit your father for gifting me the fortitude to finish my book, and hopefully many more.” A tear crossed the Hugh
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