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 Foreword

 


There is no escape from a broken
mind.

Constantly treading water, you are
always so close to the thin line of
reality.

Fighting to stay above it, but always
being pulled under with each exhale.

And with each exhale, relaxing into
the truth,

The truth that you were never in
control.

Your broken mind is simultaneously
your prison and salvation.

Escape,
fate,
or destiny—

You leave paradise each time by
choice,

And time after time it
finds you
again.

 




 The Start of
Madness

 


Can I uncover the
madness that brought me

here and that which
will take me onwards?

 




 Moving Pictures and
Static Invaders

 


The first time
I truly recognized that I had a problem was in my early twenties.
Looking back on it now, the memory is somewhat vague. I was in a
basement room in what I remember to be a family home. The room was
full of mementos and pieces of furniture from times gone by. As in
many family homes, this basement was the place where memories went
to hibernate, left to wait until someone came to unearth them. It
housed an old, beige, tweed couch and a homemade, wooden coffee
table that sat in front of a large, geriatric television. A
well-used recliner chair was off to the left, while a scratched
apartment-sized piano huddled in the corner to the right. The room
was lined with several bookcases that were full of dusty photos and
artifacts from the past. The pictures depicted various vacations,
graduations, and other special moments—the timeline of our lives. A
happy family by the look of it. Normal as could be.

One picture, in
particular, stood out to me that evening. It was of me. I was a
young boy, and there was another boy next to me with one arm draped
around my shoulders. He was bigger than I was, and we had matching
sweaters. We were little kids. Brothers, if I had to guess. But I
suddenly realized I was no longer in the picture. I was standing in
the room looking at it. Then, the boys’ eyes brightened and moved.
Their gaze was fixated on me. Everywhere I moved, they kept up
their unblinking stare.

One of the
nearby metal shelves began to vibrate and shake. Its legs started
to bend and wind around the legs of the piano, and then around
mine. I realized, with horror, that I was trapped. Not
again! I tried to yell for help, but the metal had already
snaked its way up my body to my throat. I collapsed to the floor,
my whole body convulsing as the shelf penetrated my central nervous
system. There had been too much of this in my life so far, even at
that young age. I caught a glimpse of my face reflected on a part
of the metal shelf and saw my eyes begin to roll back into my head.
Fear. Panic. Paralysis. A thud—my skull on the hard wood floor.
Then, darkness—a cold familiar place that had haunted my dreams so
often back then that I thought it was real. Looking back on it, I
know now that it was. That dark realm was part of my existence. I
just didn’t know it fully at the time.

I awoke to the
sounds of an empty house. A fan from somewhere. A creak with no
origin. Nothing moving. Nothing stirring. And the shelf confidently
standing where it began, towering over me with pictures of a past I
didn’t remember.

Was it my past?
It was me in that picture, I was sure of that. But was that life
still mine, now that it seemed so far away? Afterward, I would
stand and stare blankly at the family pictures throughout the
house. I had to try to remember exactly when and where they were
taken and who everyone was. Detachment began to sink into the
fabric of the rest of my life. What was really happening to me was
too scary to handle at the time, and I didn’t have the tools to
deal with it or to call for help.

I started to
understand how a castaway might feel, alone on an island with no
salvation in sight. No way to jump off without ending up in the
water, but that would change nothing except for the medium in which
the castaway was alone; wet and floating or high and dry. It’s all
the same in the end.

It happened
again the night before I was to head to the airport to go back to
university after a Christmas holiday, but, this time, it hit
harder. Anything with a curly formation came alive and started to
grow and slither, coming for me. The eyes in the picture resumed
their stony gaze but did nothing to help. They only watched as I
was overcome with ornate, yet menacing, table legs, shelf frames,
light fixtures, and even my beloved old piano. They burst into
pastel colours and then continued their assault. I tried to escape
to my bedroom, but, even behind that closed door, I wasn’t safe.
The invaders made it through, and then, even my bedside table
attacked me, taking my eyes from their sockets. I was now being
consumed by everything in the safe space of my bedroom and the den
outside. Was nothing sacred anymore??

Why did my
life turn on me so viciously?

I hid under the
covers until it was over, too petrified to scream.

I awoke the
next morning tense and unrested. I was worn out from the constant
fight. It was time to leave. I didn’t know that it would be the
last time I set foot in that house, or the last time for a long
time that I would remember it even existed. My parents and I drove
to the airport in silence. It was early, and we were all tired. I
was too exhausted to know what to do or what to say. I had no
reference point for this. It was just something that was happening
to me. Little did I know that it would define much of my life going
forward.

It was the same
when I came out as gay a few years later. It took forever for me to
come to terms with it because I had no idea how to approach it.
Isolation and camouflage were all that I had. I never thought
anything was different about me, but, as I grew, I was witness to
so many voices to the contrary. Being faced with confronting all of
society alone at such a young age was too much to ask. And so was
this.

Unfair?
Absolutely. My reality? Yes, unfortunately. I was a prisoner in my
here and now and had been for so long. And so, the world around me
attacked me at the very thought of escaping.

Sitting in the
airport waiting area with our coffees, my father rubbed his tired
eyes. The dirty blonde pastel of his hair, the curling of his
fingers, and the rotating motion of his hands set off my
hallucinations once again.

“I…I’ll be
right back…” I stammered and ran to the bathroom while the world
turned upside down around me. Cold water from the taps helped to
stop it, but the nightmare was there waiting to take over. I could
feel it. I was alone, so could speak aloud to myself in
private.

I just need
fifteen minutes more. Then, I can go to the gate. I can tell them I
want to be early. I’ll tell them. Please. Please just give me
fifteen more minutes. I don’t want to have to explain this to them.
Please, mind. Please. I’m begging you… Not now!

Wiping the
tears from my eyes and the cold water from my face, I steadied my
breath and went out to the waiting area, hugged my parents, and
headed toward the gate. I fumbled my way through the boarding
process and then sat motionless with my eyes closed for the
duration of the flight, too scared to find out what was on the
other side of my eyelids.

Throughout my
life I have been shaken by many events like this. Add trauma and
loss to the mix, and things can take a turn for the worse. I am
often paralyzed inside, stuck somewhere between serenity and fear.
They look the same on the outside, like a toad sitting on a lily
pad, wanting to leap, yet afraid that there may be a snake lurking
in the water.

We all face
this dilemma at one point or another in our lives. Either you make
the move or hold tight to your position. Too much thinking and
planning can be counterproductive. Jumping in recklessly can have
dire consequences.

Regardless of
what you decide, ultimately, the choice is yours, to sink or to
swim, wherever you are.



 The Start of the
Trip

 


It took many
years, but, eventually, I found a life for myself. I found love
and, in that, something complete and whole inside of myself that I
had never felt before. There had always been something missing.
Perhaps, that is why my mind created such distorted realities and
pitfalls. It was like allergies of the psyche—my mind needed to
defend against something that wasn’t even trying to hurt me. It
wasn’t pollen or hay fever. I was simply allergic to being alive,
and so, my mind had been fighting against itself.

My partner and
I met casually and without intent. Stopped at the same crosswalk,
we struck up a conversation. I noticed his eyes. He noticed my
smile. From that moment onward, we held hands throughout life. It
was so simple, yet so profound. I met the love of my life by mere
happenstance—a coincidence at a stoplight. We never had the typical
drama of a young adult romance. We just accepted each other. No
strings until they formed on their own.

A few years
later, we moved in together to an old walk-up apartment in a quiet
part of downtown not far from the beach. It was a small city, but
it had enough to keep us entertained. An eclectic mix of old and
new buildings, community spaces and parks, nightlife and dining,
but it wasn’t so busy and bustling that you couldn’t find solitude.
The beach was at the end of our street. There was a small marina at
one end and a dock for swimming at the other. The evening breeze
carried the sweet sea air up through the neighbourhood. At low
tide, it carried the various scents of the ocean—organic matter,
sea salt, and a slight hint of boat fuel. It wasn’t over-powering
but was just enough to let you know that there was more to this
place than the city lights. When the city was really quiet, you
could even hear the gentle rumbling of the boat engines and the old
wooden planks of the dock rubbing together.

We spent many
evenings and nights on the fire escape taking in all of the
sensations. It was a trick to get onto it, though. You had to climb
through a raised window frame and then past a small shelf that
protruded from the side of the building. There were ladders and
stairs that led up and down the maze that was the fire escape at
the back of the building. We couldn’t see the ocean from our
landing but would sometimes climb up a few ladders to find a bit of
a view sitting on one of the upper levels. They seemed to have been
repairing the upper floors and the roof but then stopped. We never
saw anyone working, but, on the upper levels, there were tarps,
some tools, and a few suspended scaffolds connected to pulleys to
bring supplies up and down. We never ventured into the repair zone
but always wanted to, as the views there would have been amazing.
We were usually carrying drinks and snacks, and so, it seemed too
risky. To climb up there, you needed to scale the top part of the
building with ropes that were dangling from the platforms and
pulleys. “One day,” we always said.

The alley below
was bustling with couriers using it as a shortcut during the day
and wanderers meandering in the night. The alley cats, with their
glowing eyes, watched as the day’s events turned to nightly
escapades. They waited patiently until the leftovers from the
restaurants were thrown out and the water from the cleaners was
shut off. Then, they set themselves to feast and drink as feline
kings and queens. Their eyes reflected the city lights as red
glowing diamonds when they looked up at us watching them.

The main
streets of our new neighbourhood were lined with old oak trees that
stood in front of large Victorian houses. They had all been
converted into mini apartments each with its own flair. The locals
enjoyed adorning their units with plants, lights, flags, gnomes,
and various other totems. It was a colourful and diverse area, but
safe enough to enjoy at all hours.

When we moved
in, we couldn’t afford new furniture, so we looked for
hand-me-downs and “free” items on various websites. We ended up
with a collage of semi-antiques and throwaways to fill our
apartment. An old two-seater couch, ripped at the edges, a recliner
out of an “All in the Family” episode, a towering brass shelving
unit, and an old wooden coffee table with scratches, splinters, and
stains. At a yard sale down the street, we found colourful
knick-knacks and desperately needed kitchen utensils. At one stop,
there was an ornate placard with a surfboard in front and a huge
wave behind it at which we couldn’t stop looking. It was in-scribed
with wording that was difficult to make out due to the wear and
tear. It seemed to read “Manturian’s Shack,” but that didn’t make
any sense to us. We thought it must have been the name of the wave.
It fit the vibe, so we bought it for a dollar, put it up near the
front door with some hooks and used it as a place to hang our
keys.

On one of our
journeys to the wild world of yard sales and flea markets, we
happened on an old apartment-sized piano, painted aquamarine. We
had the room, and they didn’t want any money for it. It just had to
“go to a good home,” they said. I played the piano, so it was
perfect. They helped us fit it into our rented van and, somehow, we
struggled with some old linens and elbow grease and managed to get
it up the two floors to our apartment.

Once we were
finished, our apartment looked like something out of an old timey
movie, derelict and obscure. It seemed crazy to us when guests
would ask about why it looked so strange inside. To us, it was
completely normal. Not fancy, but ours. We didn’t have much money,
what with the student debt and high rent in the city, so we gladly
accepted and were grateful for what we could find and afford. We
didn’t even have the money to change the blinds—a mix of venetian
and shutters, both half open and half closed all the time as they
had broken off several hinges. There were enough nooks and corners
to shield us from the light, if it was too bright, and to find the
light, if it was too dark. Part shack? Perhaps. Just perfect for
us? Absolutely! We were happy together, so it didn’t matter.

Once we had
stabilized our home it didn’t take long for us to rescue a
middle-aged dog to make our family complete. His name was Cooper,
and he decided we were his family in no time. He was a handful and
a darling all at the same time, bouncing through life as if it were
a game to be played. We trained him, and he trained us. Such is
life with beings. Having another soul to treat as our own helped us
to build our lives together. It was bliss. Chaotic bliss. But bliss
all the same.

Shortly after
we moved in, we met each other’s parents. Separately, at first, as
they both lived out of town. Then, they met each other at our place
over dinner. They became fast friends with lots in common, and even
spent time while off on summer holidays to drop by each other’s
homes for a visit. It was hard to imagine that years ago this would
have been unthinkable. Our life was full, and we were happy, loved,
and supported. It was something I had never dreamed possible in my
youth. I was no longer alone, me versus the world.

Because of him
and our life together, I experienced a respite from the hauntings
of my mind. I found work helping people, who had gone through
traumatic events, learn to regain their abilities and to find
meaning in their lives. He worked to create a more just and
inclusive society. We were happy. We were going to get married.
Life was as perfect as one could imagine it. We were relatively
young still but had experiences behind us that were becoming the
foundation of our lives to come. Enthusiastic about our futures, we
couldn’t help but feel ever grateful for the ability to be together
and open in society.

As a gay couple
in this era, we stood on the backs of those courageous souls who
came before us and stood up to oppression, indignity, and
marginalization. We hoped that we were carrying their torch forward
by living the way we did. We spent our working lives trying to help
others and our home lives trying to help each other and our
families. I was, for lack of a better term, in love with my life.
We were out and proud and a part of the social fabric in our
community, trying to make the world a better place. This was the
goal of the queer trailblazers of the past—to not have to hide, to
not have to shy away from who we are, and to own our own unique
place in society, regardless of what that was or where it led.



 The Plague

 


It was in the
spring when he started to come down with something. We were both
relatively healthy, so weren’t used to being sick. At first, it was
just a tickle in his throat. We thought nothing of it. I had to
leave for a conference for a few days, so loaded the fridge with
his favourite snacks, gave him a hug goodbye and caught a cab to
the airport. By the time I returned, he had taken a turn for the
worse. He was struggling to get out of bed. Struggling for air. He
thought it was just a bad bug so was waiting it out. Waiting for me
to come home.

Why do things
have to reach such heights only to be struck down?

It did strike,
however; lightning on the farm/the one in a million chance. He
continued to decline. My darling man was taken to the hospital
short of breath, but with his eyes burning to live one more day.
They did everything they could, those heroes in yellow hospital
scrubs, but violent is the death that comes from this plague of our
time. Soon after admission, he lost the ability to take in air and
his organs started to fail. I watched it happen from behind a
window—helpless and detached just like so many times before. I was
able to kiss him and hear his breathy voice whisper, “I love you,”
one last time.

Our dog, long
in the tooth and sadly short on time, was taken by his Maker not
long after. I was left alone. My life shattered like glass, and my
future was now without a window to look through.

Nothing was the
same. I shut down. I became vacant and progressively detached from
the world around me over the following months. I was being weighed
down and something needed to give to relieve the pressure. The life
I had known had ended, and, if I stayed in the city, the rest of it
would surely end as well. It had been paradise once, but now it was
purgatory. It hit me hard, and my life began to unravel piece by
piece. I stopped going to work, paying my bills, or taking care of
myself in any respect.

I sat staring
at the walls for what felt like days on end until the call came. I
was offered the chance of a lifetime, and I couldn’t pass it up.
The mere possibility of this adventure was undeniably seductive. It
was time. Time to go. I had already started to leave the binds that
constrained me to this reality, and now, it was time to make good
on those promises.

Who called? Who
cared? I didn’t even ask. I could barely understand what she was
saying. I just heard “beach house… music… tickets waiting for
you.”

I needed an
escape from this pain and torture. These walls were no longer
supporting my house of cards. So, I took a deep breath and blew
them away, along with the dust from my disintegrated life,
destroyed before it even had a chance.

I stopped at a
bar on my way to the airport to try to get my head straight about
this one last time before pulling the trigger. Little did I know
how accurate that statement would prove to be. My inner dialogue
was circular as it often is for anyone before making big life
decisions. I couldn’t believe I was actually leaving behind all I
had built. But it was already gone, and I was already
committed.

Here we go
again!

 




 A Pre-flight Cocktail

 


I ordered a
double rum on ice from the barman and sat back in my chair to
think. I was starting to get excited. This was to be an epic, few
months, travelling and playing music in the south. I knew basically
nothing about where I was going, except that my accommodation would
be taken care of and that it would be sunny and warm. A welcome
change from the cold dampness of the north pacific. How could I say
no? This was a dream come true. If he were alive, potentially this
trip could have been what took us away from the city to the world
of our dreams. We had talked about moving south for so long.

“When we
retired,” we said.

Perhaps this
would have been more like a reconnaissance mission. If he was still
here, that is.

I caught myself
calling out to him often. That may not be so strange after so long
together. But hearing his voice answering my calls, so often filled
me with both hope and dread. My mind had been falling apart for
some time, and this was the last straw. I was lost and unable to
see the forest for the trees, yet, somehow, I managed to function
on some base level in this society that is as happy to be faceless
as it is to be virtual.

 With the last sip, I headed out, determined to
find a new paradise, but, somehow, I wasn’t able to find the ground
beneath my feet. I had become disconnected from the bounds of
reality or, at least, normalcy. Nothing was sacred anymore.

Losing
everything has a way of freeing you, at least for a time, until you
finally stop and catch your breath. Only then can you see the trail
of destruction of everything you cared for, lying in burnt piles,
laying in waste, your past now clouded in smoke. It can’t hurt you
anymore.

 So, losing everything sets you free in a
sense, except for the trails of smoke tying you to it. They can’t
be broken and will continue to follow you like shadows, taking
shape as they will, depending on the sun and the moon, until you
turn to face them, finally letting the wind blow them away. This
takes time and the will to do so. And, in so many instances, we
just don’t have the where-with-all in the present moment to act on
the opportunity. So, the chem trails of our past continue to follow
us.

 Letting go is an active process, just like
opening your hand. Drop the ball. It’s okay. It isn’t as bad as it
has been made out to be, in colloquial terms.

 




 The Trip to Paradise

 


Lose the ground,

Find
the air,

Do
as you will,

It
doesn’t stop, no matter.

 




 The Trip to
Paradise

 


Ever since
jumping out of that plane years ago, turbulence didn’t bother me.
Flying had become something I enjoyed. So, I sat back to read and
write for a while, enjoying the random movements of this small
machine. Allowing my mind to go blank, I tried to let go of my past
and dreamt of my future.

Despite what
the signs led me to believe, there was no paradise waiting for me
at the gate upon landing. It may have looked like it, but something
was off. Something was in the air, earth, and water, and it wasn’t
serene. I just couldn’t put my finger on what it was. Everything
was so new to me. How could I put my finger on anything now?

Outside of the
airport, we passengers were ushered onto a bus with no windows, or
at least none you could see out of on account of the scratches and
dust. The drive took hours and twisted and turned down the windy
roads so often that I had no idea where we had come from or where
we were going.

That’s when
things went dark. The bus skidded and missed a turn on a
switchback, leaned to the left, and then lost its connection to the
road and hurtled over a cliff, flying head over heels. Rotating and
falling fast… no time to think or get bearings of any kind.
Floating… Gyrating… The total loss of gravitational pull as the
craft rotated and sped through the air. An abrupt stop… Impact…
Pain… Confusion… Followed by more floating and more rotating. Just
like this we continued our descent. Every impact was followed by
more rotation and more pain. Finally, the deafening noises from
screams and crushing metal and glass gave way to an eerie, silent
stillness.

I had arrived
at my destination but was still just as lost as before I left. I
had come to what I hoped would be paradise, but it wasn’t what I
expected. There was no way to connect the dots now. No linear path
as to where I was and why I was here. My head ached and my ears
rang. Blood and bodies littered the field behind me, but I was in
shock. So, I didn’t register any of it. I only knew that I had to
move on. Fight or flight took over, and I was operating on pure
survival instincts. All the while, the ringing and the voices kept
getting louder and louder. “MOVE!”

It took a while
to regain my balance. Operating on pure will, I headed toward the
sea and happened to find the only road in or out of town. The day
was young, and the sun was bright and hot. The smell of sea air was
refreshing and familiar. I gathered up my bags and headed toward
it, hoping to find a ride somehow. Before too long I wound up in
the back of a 30-year-old biodiesel Mercedes wagon, speeding along
a coastal road toward my destiny.

“To town,
please,” I begged the cabbie.

I stared out
the window and noticed the blowing of several aquatic mammals
frolicking in the waves. We sped along the two-lane road with the
windows down. The cabbie was on the phone with someone he kept
calling “El Cap-ee-tain,” but that didn’t bother me. I had no
questions for him. I was blank. The wind helped to silence the
ringing in my ears as the sun calmed my nerves.

Things became
uncomfortably quiet after his phone call ended. Traffic was at a
near-standstill, and the interior fans weren’t working. Nothing was
vibrating. No air molecules were moving. Nothing to distract me
from the pain and confusion. The pressure was mounting. Bugs
climbing on skin. Nails scraping down a chalk board. I was at my
wits’ end and needed out of this standstill. I started to fall in
and out of consciousness as the cab inched its way along the
gridlocked shoreline.

Then, my mind
started playing tricks on me.

 




 The Captain, the Cabbie, and the
Sea

 


 


The Cap-ee-tain
and I dropped anchor one afternoon in a bay with warm gentle water,
perfect for swimming. Earlier in the day, the Cap-ee-tain and I had
swum out to a boat, nothing extravagant, but seaworthy,
nonetheless. And now, here we were, on the water and captains of
our own destiny, on a borrowed vessel and borrowed time.

I lay supine in
the water, using a personal floatation device to keep me stable.
The sun tanned my eyelids, shut and calm, while the waves gently
rocked beneath me. Then, suddenly, cold and violent spouts of air
and mist blew up all around. My captain was unaware, listening to
his headphones and trying to work out an issue with the motor. I
had been alone on the sea, floating lazily with my life jacket
serving as a tanning mat. But now, I was no longer tanning and no
longer alone. I was in whale country. And, by the time I realized
it, I was too far out, in too deep, and drowning in blubber, just
trying to stay afloat. I wasn’t being eaten alive, but this was no
longer a pleasure cruise, and the lido deck was gone.

We hit a bump
on the road, and I was jolted awake from my daze. The driver held
erratic control over his vehicle, changing gears and speeds at
random, slamming on the brakes, just to hit the gas hard a few
moments later. It was rocky and disconcerting, but it took mere
seconds for the pounding in my head and sensitivity to all of the
stimuli rushing past to take over once more.

I faded again
and continued to drift…

We were heading
along the shoreline toward the beach district when I heard a shrill
call. This meant action. Things were about to get a bit rougher on
the street, so the cabbie rolled up the windows and locked the
doors. The screeching of brakes, the hard sound of metal hitting
metal. We were still stuck in a traffic jam, now full of large
aquatic mammals, and things were about to get animated.

My eyes watched
onward as my mind created the surreal scene outside. Reality was
loosening its grip on me just as I was loosening my grip on it. I
couldn’t make out discrete shapes anymore and had lost all logic.
Life in abstract chaos.

“Senior,” he
said, “mucho vilencia esta a-qui…! Get down!” he shouted,
just as a huge water-engulfed mammal slammed into us, knocking us
about and building a froth of water that bubbled up like lava. Cold
but burning. Airy but unable to breathe. The “vilencia” my
cabbie spoke of was just getting started. It was like mating season
without the sex or the fun, only painful explosions.

The challenge
here was to keep my head above water. I wasn’t in the water,
however, which made the whole situation much more complicated. We
were on the road, but still, these whales were everywhere around
us. Flying fast. Hitting hard. No solace in sight. I recoiled into
the recesses of my mind’s eye. This was no paradise I had ever
dreamt of. As we continued down the road in a stop-start manner
with the old Mercedes jerking along, I was continuously moving in
and out of the waking state. And with each switch from waking to
disorientation, the visions became stranger and more
convoluted.

In a more lucid
moment, I could see the ocean, glistening and bright—inviting even.
But then, as I sank back into my seat, my vantage point changed,
and enormous aquatic mammals were crashing down on everything with
weight and speed. It was a roller coaster from water to road, up to
down, with life rotating around me every which way.

I didn’t mean
to buy the ticket, but the ride had started, nonetheless. The
traffic here was relentless and unforgiving. Our car was scratched,
dented, and damaged all for nothing other than trying to get from
point A to point B. If just existing here was this damning, what,
then, would living here be like? What have I done, coming to this
place?

My present was
superseding my past, yet again. These visions. The accident. The
trauma of losing everything I loved and cared about on top of my
predisposition for mental instability was becoming too much, but I
didn’t know it. I kept on going, hoping to make this work and
believing that I could. I had to. What choice did I have? This was
my reality.

What choice do
any of us have except to keep on going?

The mammals
with their long tails, huge trunks, and frantic ferocity gave me
chills as we left them behind and continued on our way. At this
point, there was no way to tell where this was going, but I knew
that I was somewhere between the thin line of rationality and the
space beneath it. Something was amiss, that was for sure, but I
couldn’t pinpoint when it went off the rails. Things would play out
as they would. They had to. There wasn’t anything else I could do,
except play my hand and accept my fate and predicament, come what
may. I was too far down the hole to climb out now. Everything I had
was gone and now, so too, was any connection to it.

Floating is a
favourite pastime of mine, but I prefer to be conscious when doing
it. Floating in and out of reality like this was a new ordeal my
brain was putting me through. My journey had just begun, but I was
already on an unrecognizable path, so far from home, with my mind
wandering freely, as I was led along the seaside road.

 




 A Mysterious Ride to
the Office at the Bottom of the Sea

 


The rocking of
the cab, now free from the gridlock, felt like the calm turbulence
of a commercial airliner. It soothed me back into my
disorientation…

I boarded the
plane to the head office, knowing that there would be hell to pay
for my expenses—the boat, the cabs, the hotel bill, and the dry
cleaning. It isn’t easy getting whale sputum out of a wool jacket.
Why I wore a wool jacket to sea is beside the point—they don’t get
to tell me what I can or cannot wear to work! This is the 2020’s,
for God’s sake!

The flight was
jerky but calm enough for a brief nap. I don’t usually sleep on
planes. I generally prefer to drink and doze than try for a full
slumber, so this suited me just fine. I got off the plane and
immediately headed for the bar to freshen up.

Airports are
like a time vortex—the time spent in them doesn’t exist, and so,
there is no point in trying to make it productive. Just watch the
people. Be one of the people. You already are, so just own it and
go about your business.

Things can’t
change in an airport either. So much security and so many cameras.
They already know what you are up to before you do. Think the
mile-high club is an elite private society? Think again. They have
your videos posted on an internal website as part of the
on-boarding package for new hires. “It’s a perk,” they say.

The plane ride
was, however, obnoxious. I was in coach. The person next to me was
too much next to me and the baby behind me was not far enough
behind me. I don’t like travelling this way but tend to. Travel has
been such a restricted thing these days that I don’t hesitate when
offered the chance, but admittedly do with some level of disdain
when it bears out like this.

Regardless,
within a few hours, I would be back at headquarters and ready for a
de-brief on all that has been happening. The stewardesses seemed to
like me from the beginning and decided not to charge me for the
double gin and tonics I ordered as soon as we were at a suitable
altitude. The music paper sprawled on my lap tray was perhaps a
part of it.

“Love songs,” I
told them. “I write love songs.”

Works every
time. But this was no ordinary time. The plane was now underwater,
swimming not flying. A jolt. I opened my eyes and saw the ocean
whipping past me. The sound of more brakes screeching. A shout. The
smell of gasoline and exhaust. Then, I was out again…

It’s not that I
am a liar. I do write love songs. But this far beneath the surface
of the sea, I could barely see the point of trying to explain
myself. My stewardess captors care not for human sounds. They
prefer whale song, and I am still waiting to die.

The snake has
yet to be revealed, but I am no longer on the lily pad. A toad in
the water, but now under the weight of it. It was official: sink,
swim, or be eaten alive. I was now in over my head, and this was
like no plane I had ever been on. Long rows of electric neon garden
trowels lined the overhead storage compartments. The aisles seemed
to be taller at one end and shorten further down the way. I wasn’t
getting up to save my soul, lest I get stuck on route to the men’s
room.

There is no
way I could fit down there. Best to stay put. Thank goodness
they kept bringing my salvation to me in this strange
vessel.

Eventually, we
surfaced and stopped. The flight was over. Seatbelt unbuckled. Ribs
freed. I could breathe easy, for the moment. I got lost in all the
confusion on my journey thus far. Somehow, it didn’t kill me. I was
drowned and had died, I thought. But now, I was most assuredly
alive, perhaps only for the sadistic pleasure of the whales, but I
hoped they had better things to do.

So, this would
be the way of things for me on this trip then, moving from one
fantastical problem to the next. Perhaps imaginary, it is true,
but, at the same time, it all feels just as real when you are
living through it.

So now, where
was I, and why was I here?

And why was I
so wet?

 




 A New Old Friend

 


Looking into a mirror
but seeing nothing,

No one behind those
dull eyes,

But how, then, can he
see through me?

What is the difference
between you and me?

 




 The First Day and an Old
Friend

 


No one was
going anywhere. That was the truth then, and it still is today.
Make plans. Break plans. Try it out. There is no one way back to
the surface. If that is your destination, then you’d better be
lucky and quick-witted and swim like hell. If you don’t have a
destination, then you can float freely amongst the waves. Sounds
like the latter option is the better one, because, in trying, you
could go the wrong direction—straight down to find either a sunken
treasure or a watery grave. In the end, it is up to you what you
find and what you see, where to go and how to get there, so to
speak. Just don’t let anyone else tell you those things.

The cabbie took
me as far as the edge of town, but, in broken English, he said he
would go no further. This was the end of the line. I was on my own
from here. I would have to go the rest of the way on foot and,
hopefully, only be fashionably late. The car needed repair and he
was finished for the day, so that was that.

Still concussed
and confused, I took my bags from the trunk and started walking
down the quiet country road. There were signs with arrows pointing
to various attractions and their distances as I walked along and
got closer to town. I was tired. I couldn’t do this for too much
longer, but time was something that seemed to elude me now. It was
as if I had stepped out of the traditional concept of space-time. I
was free from those binds and kind of liked it. It was refreshing.
I couldn’t say a refreshing change, as I was no longer sure of what
I had left behind. I was only in the moment now, detached from what
brought me here and everything that precipitated this move. I
couldn’t place any of it as much as I tried. My head was spinning,
my ears were ringing, and the body pain was just starting to sing
to my central nervous system. Regardless, I knew I was searching
for the beach. So, all was well when the sign said the beach was “2
miles that-a-way!” with an arrow and a blue wooden smiley face
placard on it.

I had made it
at last. Time to move forward and let things unfold. I had jumped
in, and now, here I was, my mind cloudy, nerves frayed, hands
shaky, but here, nonetheless. I looked up and saw a wall, then
nothing but clouds, then pavement once again. Who is that man in
the distance coming toward me, waving his hands and shouting? It
was too much. The heat waves bouncing off the pavement were
hypnotic. I was in a trance. My pace began to slow. The world
started to spin, and then the ground swelled up to meet my face as
I collapsed from my wounds and the heat.

In that moment,
I had a feeling that this place was not going to be what I hoped it
to be—respite and tranquillity. Perhaps, those are attributes that
you have to bring with you rather than find along the way. Here,
there already seemed to be so much destruction and chaos—that which
I was trying to leave behind, but also that which I had brought
with me.

It was an
unknown time later that I awoke to the sound of a creaking fan and
opened my eyes to see the tattered drapes and cluttered floor of an
old and decrepit shack and the silhouette of a figure standing over
me. A cold damp cloth covered my forehead. I was groggy and
confused as I lay there, unable to recollect what brought me to
this place and then faded into darkness again.

A while later,
I woke up on the floor, alone in the small dilapidated one room
cabin. Next to me was a coffee table with a note scribbled on a
napkin that read:

 


Hope you are feeling
better. I had to go.

Stay as long as you
like.

I’ll be back
later,

– Maurice

 




 Straws and
Mustard

 


Time is such a
complicated thing. It is, as they say, all relative. I don’t know
how long I have been here or even where this place is. Everything
before waking up in the cabana had become murky. Loose from my
grasp. I hadn’t let it go fully but couldn’t catch it anymore
either. I reread the note many times. The writing seemed familiar,
but I was still dizzy, and my focus was distorted, so I couldn’t
make out why. I had no idea where I was or my purpose here. It was
surreal but, again, somehow, eerily familiar. The only solace I had
was in my new friend, Maurice, and I saw him often.
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