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Living in the Gleam of an Unsheathed Sword

The Wall

It was a rubble stone wall measuring fifteen feet high and stretching across the horizon. At night, aching and spent from his labor, Spero would be plagued by nightmares consisting of unseen forces dismantling the days efforts erecting the wall. He’d forgotten how long he’d been indentured. Spero could only guess his age; somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five. He had no background in masonry, but had, at some point, been instructed on the basic implementation of mortar. How best to position the angular rubble, where to place the through-stones, etcetera. Even with an entire crew, the job would take a lifetime. Alone, he was weighed down by the incomprehensible vastness of the endeavor. 

When he asked, he was told the wall cordoned off the owner’s property. How far did the property line extend? Farther then you can see. Was there a quarry nearby? More questions were usually met with violence. 

Tools and materials had always been there when he awoke. Once he cleared five feet, it was necessary to use the scaffolding, and a counterweight pulley system, which could be wheeled as he moved further down. 

The physical taxation took its toll in the beginning but now only plagued him during times of sickness. The mental fatigue broke him repeatedly, and he would flail about at night. Long ago, he stopped directing his ire at the owners. He’d never met them, wasn’t even sure they existed, save for hearsay and conjecture. Spero kept his focus on work and bided his time. 

––––––––
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Furman

The Overseer always had a sawed-off shotgun with him. He sat in a fold-out chair adjacent to a red and white cooler full of beer. Spero never saw him eat. A beach umbrella jutted out of the ground next to him. Every so often, he’d play a dinged up boombox which only got a classic rock station half of the time. He was permanently red by the sun and the drink. Blonde hair, almost white, in a crew cut, wraparound sunglasses, and an enormous gut. Hairy, unconscionably hairy. He wore a brace on his left leg. By eleven in the morning, he’d already be drunk, but he would never pass out or get sick. The Overseer lived in a trailer, only thirty feet away from Spero’s. Both rickety old Jetstreams moved in conjunction with the wall’s growth. Otherwise, the land was sprawling green immensity. 

The first few times Spero attempted to mutiny, The Overseer shed his haze and beat Spero senseless. Underneath the doughy frame, The Overseer was carved from granite. Though crippled, he still moved swiftly. Spero had long since given up on a direct attack. 

Spero fit another stone to the random courses, pinning it in place with the mortar and smaller stones set in the joints. The sound of scraping occasionally muted by the wind. 

“I always feel like somebody’s watching me.” 

The Overseer echoed Michael Jackson’s voice until static disrupted the song from the boombox. The Overseer’s name was Furman, but Spero preferred to keep him nameless. It would make it easier on the day he finally got his revenge. 

“Just keep thinking about the next stone,” Furman said as if he could read Spero’s mind. 

His fingers long since calloused over and deformed, Spero gripped the dense rock and lifted it onto the newly formed row. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he positioned it to fit snug amongst its brethren. 

“I work from nine to five, hey Hell, I pay the price.”

The Overseer produced another beer from his cooler and popped the top. Foam spilled on his stained tank top. Spero picked up another rock. Sometimes, after being pushed too far, he would throw his rock at Furman. Most of the time, he missed. One time Furman shot the stone into fragments. Another time it connected. Spero was laid out for a week after that reprisal. 

He’d spend hours, days, contemplating the correlations of size and weight of the perfect stone which would achieve the greatest velocity while maintaining enough force to do any permanent damage. But the opportunity rarely presented itself. Furman always kept his distance and the shotgun pointed. Always one step ahead, warning Spero to keep his mind on work just around the time thoughts of revenge began to manifest. One day, though, he would find a suitable weapon and his wraith would be satiated. Until then, he’d have to stomach arduous work and horrible renditions of ’80’s songs. 

Spero

He’d have the same dreams each night: memories of a man taking care of him; possibly his father. He had no memories of his mother. There was only the man whose face was blurry but exuded kindness. There was a strength about this man. Youth. Vigor. His father had been working on the wall. Spero watched until he got old enough, then began to help. Eventually, the memories ceased and a blank spot occupied the timeline until Spero was fully grown. Dim recollections of a third man and an altercation. He could sense a violent trauma responsible for the lost period of memory.

At the end of the day, when he returned to his trailer, he’d have a cupboard stocked with canned goods. He never saw anyone come or go. After cooking a meal on his hotplate, he’d retire to his mattress and read; something else he must have picked up from his father, but like masonry, never remembered doing so. 

Occasionally, he’d have a vivid dream in which he killed Furman. Except it wasn’t him or Furman but men who resembled them.  Hands would finally wrap around a large enough stone which would hurl toward the captor. The accompanying sound would always change depending on the trajectory. Sometimes it would be two pieces of wood clapping together, and other times the biting of a fresh apple. Scrambling, picking up the stone, and bashing, but always Spero always awoke before the final blow. 

The following morning, the whole process would begin again. It would continue for the rest of his life, or until he’d paid his debt. 

The Owners

When he was younger, Furman would allow more questions. 

“Who are the owners?”

Furman turned down the volume on the boombox. He craned his neck toward an unseen domicile, and when he faced Spero, had a forlorn look on his face. 

“Generations owned this land. Wealth like you couldn’t believe.”

“Pay you much?”

Furman laughed, cracked another beer.

“You just keep working, and maybe you get out of here while you can still walk.” 

Spero never saw anyone except for Furman. Yet, everything would always appear out of thin air. Sometimes, Spero would see mirages of cars driving toward them through the vast dirt and brush. Salvation. He was never given a straight answer to how much of the wall needed to be completed for him to “Settle his account.” Furman would be enraged once the topic switched to debt. 

One day, fed up, Spero asked: “What if I stop working?”

Furman picked up the shotgun and laid it across his knees. 

“You stop working on this wall; it means you’ve ceased paying back your debt. The only way any of us stay alive is if we do our jobs and that wall gets built.”  

Mary  

Long ago, toward the beginning of his servitude, Furman said there would be rewards. Positive re-enforcement so to speak. He was given books, anything he wanted really, the library from which to choose was limitless. A voracious reader and autodidact, soon, Spero developed his theoretical understanding of things. Ultimately, Mary, too, was added. 

Having no practical application of his knowledge, he was awkward in every sense of the word, uncertain of how to act on instinct. The concept of love and sex had never been addressed, and though he could feel an overwhelming desire, he was reticent. She was older, already seasoned. Spero asked questions incessantly. She silenced him. Their lovemaking was one sided but cleansed him of anxiety and rage. In the aftermath, he put his arm around her but felt no warmth.

“We’re all working off one debt or another,” She finally said in the darkness. 

They rarely spoke after that. Spero surmised that like him she must live nearby. Perhaps there was a whole commune of serfs like him spread out over the vast empire and keeping them separate prevented a possible revolution. 

Once a month, Mary would come to visit, now a relic of a once beautiful person. At night, they would make love. It was without any semblance of emotion. 

Time

Spero’s bronzed skin began to crease; Furman’s to turn yellow. The Wall continued to grow. Mary no longer visited. Spero eyed his captor with discretion. Wan and overweight, Furman’s once colossal frame had practically decomposed, withered away from the drink.

“Who can it be knocking at my door,” Furman sang, snatched a beer from the depths, and popped the top.   

Spero had just placed a stone when the scaffold collapsed. He found handholds but could only grip a few inches. The seconds seemed like hours. His body shook, muscles cramped. He wore enamel from his teeth. His released his grip. Scrambling, but no support, body falling in an awkward position. He knew the ligaments in his knee were shredded, not from the pain, but from the sound.

Offspring

Spero awoke to the sound of a baby crying. He rubbed salve on his knee and affixed his brace. Outside, Mary stood soothing the child. Before Spero could say anything, she’d already deposited the child in his arms. 

“There will be books, formula, basinet; they’ll take care of everything.” She paused. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.” With her restrained recitation, Spero wondered who else she’d given this sermon to, and how often. 

We’re all working off one debt or another.

“I’m not going to see you again, am I?”

Momentarily caught off guard, Mary looked away, but her stoicism never wavered. 

“Any other questions?” 

“What happens when you can’t do this anymore?”

Spero hoped the tears would well. She would curse him for his callousness, then shed her veneer, succumb to her emotions, and embrace him. He needed to feel a connection with someone, anyone, after a lifetime of indifference. Mary’s twisted smile made his insides churn.

“Reprieve.”

That night, Spero cradled his son. Conflicted with paradoxical emotions, he thought to euthanize. His sleeping son rose and fell while on top of Spero’s stomach. Other feelings bloomed within. Placing his arms on him, Spero found a newfound strength and resolve. He named his son Elpis; hope, from Pandora’s box. 

Perennial 

“Sweet Dreams are made of this,” Furman sang. The boom box echoed in and out. Crushed beer cans surrounded him. Spero fit another stone.  

Spero had more difficulty building the wall. He could barely put weight on his knee, and though incredibly strong, he lacked the stamina to work as he once had. By the age of 5, Elpis started helping. At night, Spero would teach Elpis to read and instruct him on how to build the wall. Elpis would fall asleep in Spero’s arms.  

Furman tolerated Elpis at first, but over the years, he grew curt and withdrawn. He seemed genuinely troubled by the boy’s presence.

“Who had a mind... hey, come here.” 

Spero turned in time to see Elpis walk toward Furman. The shotgun was outstretched. Furman had his finger on the trigger. 

“I need to end this,” Furman screamed.

At twenty feet, it would cut the boy in half. Without thinking, the rock flew from Spero’s hand; it was as it had been in so many dreams. Clipping Furman on the forehead, leaving a gash, crimson blinding Furman dropping the weapon and clutching at the wound. Elpis screamed. Spero told his son to stay back and, as he walked toward Furman, picked up a sizable rock to finish the job. Furman had flopped out of the chair and tried to rise but couldn’t. Years of neglect had corroded his body and left him a decrepit mess. Spero rolled him over onto his back. He raised the rock. Shock. Deja Vu. He’d witnessed this before. The rock fell from his hand, denting the soft earth. Unable to speak as the influx of data surged through his mind, old memories rushing back. 

“Von,” Spero said, almost a whisper. Furman wiped the blood from his eyes. 

Von also means hope. That’s why I named you Spero; hope is the only thing we have. 

“You called me Fur Man.” Spero watched as Furman ran his fingers through his chest hair. Spero looked over at Elpis, frozen with fear, unable to take his eyes away.

“Go on,” Furman said, “It’ll be over quickly.” 

Spero picked up the rock. 

“I’m sorry,” Furman said. 

It wasn’t like it had been in his dreams. 

The following day, Furman’s body was gone. Spero assumed Furman’s spot in the chair. He opened the cooler to find a case of beer buried in ice. The boom box had been replaced with a new one, but still, only the one channel remained. He selected the station and got comfortable. The brace chafed, but he knew he would get used to it. 

Elpis had cried throughout the night, but today had stopped. He seemed a shell of his former self. Spero saw no warmth in his son’s eyes, no trust. Instinctively, Elpis picked up a rock and began construction of the wall. 

The only way any of us stay alive is if we do our jobs and that wall gets built.

Spero reached into the cooler. The cold bit his hand. He removed a beer the first of many. The amber liquid would do the trick. Hoping to erase the guilt and steel his resolve, Spero took the first gulp. He watched his son place the stone, then eye Spero with contempt. They stared at each other for a long time before Spero finally spoke. 

“Get back to work.”
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Informal Fallacy
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These are four possible reasons why she hasn’t returned the online dating message sent 1 day 6 hours 38 minutes ago. 

One, she’s not interested. 

Two, she is already seeing someone and hasn’t deleted her account. 

Three, she is still working and hasn’t checked her dating profile. Maybe, she’s guarding someone in witness protection; it says she works in Government. 

Four, she’s hiding in her closet while a fully grown adult male orangutan destroys her living room. The beast had been stolen from a zoo by some drunken stockbrokers; one of whom, amid his beer-soaked haze, thought he could beat an orangutan in a fight. Still clothed in work attire, they managed to liberate the primate from his cage. Incited to riotous rage from their mocking, and an overwhelming sense of entitlement, he threw them around like popcorn and escaped into the night. Frightened and driven by separation anxiety, he found solace in the apartment. Her arrival sent him into a fury, and now she cowers for her life unable to get to the computer at the other end of the apartment to respond. The Orangutan’s wielding of a straight razor doesn’t make things any easier. 

On second thought, this seems implausible. 

Plus, Edgar Allen Poe already mined this territory. Instead, she has been taken captive by HG Wells Morlocks for mating purposes. An alternate theory sees her free-fall through some Ballardian construct. A fissure, caused by shifting tectonic plates opened and she was cast into the abyss beneath her apartment. Disoriented and suffering from heatstroke and dehydration, she navigated through the stalactites toward the epicenter of some forgotten realm and discovers a lost tribe of creatures like the Morlocks of HG Wells’ The Time Machine. She’s taken captive and brought before the King who decrees she will become one of his concubines. She recoils at his touch while those around them begin performing a ritualistic mating dance meant to induce ovulation in the female of the species. This seems most plausible. 

Accepting this reason, the man begins scrolling through the list of other potential dates now staring back at him from the computer screen. He shuts his eyes and imagines each of them fading into obscurity save for the one he’s ordained to be with. She stands off in the distance. Faceless, she is an apparition. She is the perfect amalgam of tolerance, acceptance, and unconditional love. The repeated failures to find her has twisted his idealism into cynicism. He remembers the days when Pandora’s box wasn’t simply the name of a pornographic film starring Craven DD and Huge Ackman. He shuts off the computer and crawls into bed knowing underneath the surface of the Earth somewhere the Morlocks are having their way with her. 

Options are to either find Pandora’s Box; both the Greek mythological relic capable of hope, and Mr. Ackman’s finest work according to the Adult Video Network. Or rescue her from The Morlocks.       

The man crawls under his bed, through the newly formed fissure in the sedimentary crust, and descends. He’s greeted by music. The first notes are muted as if he’s listening to them underwater. Then, the familiar riff, a tuning fork’s blast, pushes him back like a strong wind. The notes are from Iron Butterfly’s “Inna-Gadd-Da-Vida.”  

The situation strikes the man as similar to the climax of the film Manhunter, in which Francis Dolaryhyde blasts the song on eight-track while his blind victim cowers. It also reminds the man of Dante’s inferno. Having to listen to Inna-Gadda-Da-Vida for eternity would be his private level of Hell. His head pulsates along with the rhythms and blood begins to flow from his ears. The man screams and attempts to walk, but his balance is skewed. He ambles along like a wounded drunk. The man tears his shirt to plug his ears. However, the repetitiveness at seventeen minutes might indeed drive him beyond the limits of sanity as it had Noriega.  

In “Operation Nifty Package” The United States used psychological warfare to initiate the surrender of Manuel Noriega. They played “I fought the law” by The Clash, “You Shook Me All Night Long” by AC/DC, “Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns N’ Roses, and “Too Old to Rock and Roll: Too Young to Die” by Jethro Tull. This was a prime opportunity to play “Panama” by Van Halen. Also, why not Metallica? The song “One” would have been perfect with lyrics like “Darkness imprisoning me, all that I see, absolute horror.” This is the second time Jethro Tull was selected instead of them; Jethro Tull won the inaugural award for “Best Hard Rock/Metal Performance” for their album “Crest of a Knave.” This beat “...And Justice for All” by Metallica, “Nothing’s Shocking” by Jane’s Addiction, “Blow up Your Video” by AC/DC, and “Cold Metal” by Iggy Pop. Jethro Tull: metal to make dictators surrender! 

The man passes by horrific depictions drawn on the cavern walls. He conjures up ideas these roons must dictate the precepts of The Elder Morlock Gods. Soon the rhythmic chanting of the Morlocks eclipses the sound of dissonant rock. Remaining hidden from sight, the man glances into the huge chamber. She’s been stripped of her clothes and fitted with some ceremonial garb. High Priestesses are reciting incantations while the rest of the Morlocks doven. The man attempts to summon the bravery but cannot. He realizes his strength resides within his film references; he has no courage of his own. 

Ready to give up and allow for the madness to fully consume him, he’s distracted by the glint of light shining off metal. Crawling on all fours, he risks being seen but makes it to the other side of the room into a trophy room. Feeling the first pang of possibility, he begins scouring the poorly lit antechamber, through discarded weapons, clothing, and armor from vanquished and fallen warriors; those who’d attempted the same perilous journey and failed. Sifting through the rubble, he casts aside axes, knives, guns, until he sees it: a blood-red casing of a cane sword. He picks it up and removes the sheath, feeling the tang of the blade, cutting the air with swift rotations. The man settled on this weapon due to his fascination with Zatoichi, the blind samurai. He casts aside the sheath and walks into the chamber with a determined gait. 

Each sword strike is more precise, each snicker-snack of the blade instills within him a sense of pride. A Morlock’s severed head skips across the floor like a knuckleball, getting some air when it hits a rock, and finally coming to a halt at the far side of the room. The Morlock's attempt to organize but caught up in the bloodlust of the previous event have trouble controlling their pheromones. The room is filled with sweet ambrosia, and some begin copulating amidst the chaos. The man skewers three together like a shish kabob. Covered in fetid fluids, wearing a war face of pure enmity, The man pauses to gain his breath, deep heaving chest spasms and sticks the end of the blade in the ground. In the brief pause, the man curses himself for not having better cardiovascular. The Morlocks have time to reconvene. He summons the energy for a berserker rage, and after putting two more down clears a path to her. 

Her features never quite come into focus. They are distorted just to the point where he can almost tell what she looks like. He steadies himself and in one motion, slices her bindings, and frees her from captivity. Upon being freed, she replicates into six mirror images. 

It turns out she is “The Thing,” from the film The Thing. One of her is real but which one? All he can do is laugh. Long and drawn-out guffaws, he is surrounded by doppelgängers each perfect in their construction. They approach. He acts. Swinging the sword, watching them fall, hearing the piercing cries. He continues until only one is left standing. 

“What now?” she says, keeping her eyes on the sword the whole time. He tosses it; she smiles, one of relief, perhaps delight, and comes closer. “Why don’t we wait here for a little while and see what happens?” He says. Spoiler alert, the film The Thing ends with this line, and it is implied both remaining characters (Keith David and Kurt Russell) will either die or that one of them is “The Thing.” This is the same way the man feels about online dating and the paradoxical futile nature of it. 

However, if he can find Pandora’s box...
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Circuitous Roots
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Boredom rests between apathy and relaxation on Csikszentmihalyi’s flow model. I imagine it to be one proton away like lead and gold. Whereas alchemy is the study of turning lead into gold, I haven’t quite figured out the process of turning boredom into relaxation. I could attempt to force relaxation as one would break a horse or train a bird of prey. However, in certain instances, hawks will starve themselves to death rather than succumb to the commands of a master. Drastic training methods have included: tethering the hawk to one’s gloved forearm and only eating when the bird does; water consumption is OK since birds of prey don’t need water.       In Black Snake Moan, Christina Ricci was tethered to Samuel L. Jackson with a thirty-foot chain to break her of nymphomania. It was the follow-up film to Hustle and Flow, by Craig Brewer, in which 3-6-Mafia won an academy award for best song. Peter O’Toole was nominated eight times for an academy award without winning. His roles consisted of two kings, a teacher, a paranoid schizophrenic who becomes nobility, two actors (one suffering from prostate cancer, another based on Errol Flynn), a sadistic film director, and T.E. Lawrence. 

3-6-Mafia won their award for “It’s Hard Out There for a Pimp.” Though O’Toole was recognized by the academy, I don’t count the Honorary Oscar; the Eastman Kodak company has one of those. It’s incredible to think, in this analogy, Peter O’Toole represents the failed attempts to attain relaxation.

In a seemingly natural progression, worry comes next on the flow model. If continuing in a clockwise manner, the following is anxiety, which is the combination of worry plus emotionality: the physiological representation of emotion. Worry can be analogous to drinking in that small amounts can have beneficial effects. Worry dictates the use of a seat belt before operating a motor vehicle or the avoidance of upsetting dangerous animals like hawks. Peter O’Toole’s heavy drinking, and a birth defect, required the removal of his pancreas as well as a small section of his stomach. He still managed three academy award nominations after his operation.

Arousal is the antithesis of boredom on the flow model: the act of being awake and receptive to stimuli. Nymphomania is an extremely frequent and urgent need for sexual gratification in women. Though sexologists disagree as to the classification, cause, or even the existence of such a condition, one theory suggests the condition arises as to the satisfaction of an impulsive or compulsive urge. Christina Ricci may have been excessively worried or simply just bored.
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