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Felicity


 

 

“We must take care of each other.” 

 

-James O’Neill Jr.
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I’ll eat in the darkness tonight

So I won’t see my reflection 

I’ll put out a place for you

Like I did last night and the night before

I’ll eat in the darkness tonight

Like I did last night the night before

 

 

I'm offline. 

 

David paces the sad carpeted stretch between his bedroom door and the kitchen sink of his newly renovated one-bedroom condominium. No amount of de-odorizing, flooring, or decoration can mask the bitterness of a Post Reformation East Bay flat. Its sadness is thick with the residue of rotting pipes collecting blood and ash over decades. The memories are washed with water and plastic so that overtime, they cake and arrow into something more sinister. The thought of something that once was beautiful is somehow much more haunting than the corpse in front of you. David picks up one of the shell casings he keeps propped up neatly on his dresser. It's the only piece of furniture in the flat that the movers managed to bring up in time. He'll sleep on the floor tonight. 

He shuffles on the carpet so that small white dust particles float into the air. They combine with remnants of fresh paint done ugly several times over. 

"If these walls could talk," David thinks aloud. He looks at his watch. Eleven eleven. It's about that time of night or day that he expects a call from a friend. He just hasn't the keenest who or even the situation of the hour because the blinds are shut tight. He likes to keep the daylight out and seldom lets in the moon in trepidation that he might catch fair weather from isolation. Something about the urgency of full midnight is menacing to David. He can't recall much between sessions, but he remembers starkly the sinking feeling of premature darkness like a blinking midnight clock. 

Like many-a-thought, David doesn't conclude his rumination about the walls. He instead retreats to the buzzing refrigerator to examine its contents. Like the condominium, it's new and upgraded. The food that comes out of it tastes heavy and artificial. It doesn't matter what he stocks it with. Everything tastes like it was shellacked in plastic and epoxy and David can't even remember the last thing he ate. 

Still, he opens the fridge's door hopefully like a fat kid expecting chocolate cake. The blue lights ignite his skin something awful, reflecting a ghost against its polished designed mirror interior—a black sullen face and thick exterior shell like some ancient rusted exoskeleton. Like the reflection, his insides feel misshapen and warped. It's a cruel funhouse mirror courtesy of the Samsung Corporation. 

There is a jar of peanut butter - half eaten. On the fridge's lapel, there is deli mustard (the generic kind), barbecue sauce (the fancy kind) and a jar of pickles. The contents of the refrigerator would signify one of several things about the occupant of this complex. At the bare minimum, the perp is someone who favors the use of condiments. This means he or she has at least some semblance of taste and sensibility in this messed up single serving fly-by world. Someone who lost themselves in the shuffle may examine a dry sandwich and not have the time nor prudence to assert spice to life. 

David chuckles to himself at his rationale for complacency and closes the fridge. Memory loss doesn't have much effect on one's sense of humor. He'll order a pizza tonight. Perhaps he'll put some of the fancy designer BBQ sauce on it. Hell. He may even go to town on the rest of that peanut butter. 

"Another day, another dessert." David smiles through the sadness so that the pinks of his gums show hard etched against his parched black skin. Somehow, he's still handsome through it all. 

His phone rings just in time to save him from the sad pie order. 

David likes the scents of fresh dough and heavy mozzarella that emanate from the spot just north of his building. The place is one of those joints that more discriminatory folk can sense has evolved through several owners. Different owners treat a pizza joint with a hue distinct to their own shade of the human condition. The Lee’s owned the spot adjacent to The Slice since the 70s. Lacking any modern fascination with upgrading the design of his six by twelve noodle shop that’s served three things and three things only since 1974, Mr. Lee took it upon himself to preserve the same rights of the late Mr. Jack, now former owner of The Slice. 

When the Lees purchased the adjacent space, they were left with many options. Recently, the city of Alameda had rezoned the district to allow for the mixed residential and commercial spaces to opt for additions and upgrades. The formerly historic zoned region on which David’s luxury condominium rests has since been converted to mimic and mirror the neighboring contemporary constructions and confectionaries over the bridge. It’s an amalgamation of style and taste that can best be described as a mismatch with the kind of structural ambiguity an unfinished city project holds in contempt long after its completion. It’s as if the incongruencies in city taste over country design have left the block with permanent scars of construction tape and exposed I-beam. Still many, like David, find a certain sense of complacency in the new structures and stainless-steel conveniences of modern design, there’s always something a bit off about the divergence. 

Fortunately for the residents of the half mile radius off Lincoln Avenue and Park Street, with much change came steady stagnation from shop owners like Mr. Lee and Mr. Jack. The two businessmen stood their ground tooth and nail when investors from the bay and city officials alike started making wave after wave of initiatives to “improve” the block. 

“Alameda is rich in history. Our community is aware of this. I mean look at all of us gathered here today in good grace – all colors, shapes and sizes. All ages. All tastes. All unified. That is what our city is about. Unity.” Councilman Elderly’s words read engraved on a plaque adorning a life size statue of himself instructing a child on an early computer machine. Historians provide daily tours marking Elderly’s achievements speaks with poise despite the huge backlash his campaign faces considering the recent mysterious crime wave that has shaken his district’s neighbors. The city of Alameda is one of the last free-standing districts among the seven clustered East Bay entities a part of a statewide initiative called “East Bay Beautiful.” The California bill passed 51:49 with the help of several campaign funding boosts from neighboring city beautification efforts, including a personal donation from Rabbit Run’s CEO himself. 

It seemed unlikely at the time that one of the primary investors in the United States’ most state-of-the-art penitentiary complexes stem from investors in the tech and culinary space, but stranger things have happened in California. More unlikely is the turn of events that lead entrepreneurs from global technology and American automotive industry to come together and manufacture the world’s premier driverless cars in, of all places, Silicon Valley. Sure, it seems likely a venture to the untrained eye granted the surrounding facilities ripe with manufacturing structures and storage facilities. This didn’t change the fact that automotive manufacturing was long out of the wild west. The twist and shuffle of the years that followed the happening that never happened of Y2K and the resurgence and immediate defunct of The Revival of Detroit let little to be begged or bargained for. Nobody really expected for the demand for automation to ever spike again as it did prior to consumer shift away from the driverless vehicles after a bloody first wave public inception. The two hundred and thirty some fatalities by fire and computer error in The Bay alone seemed enough to drive drivers away – far away – from their hopes of ever setting foot to passenger floor mat in another driverless monstrosity. Run Rabbit changed everything. 

The pie shop’s bay window looks out onto a cascade of garbage, asphalt and grey. This particular block has been under construction for the past twenty years. A plain white sheet of paper reads in large Impact font typeface: “Now Hiring: Security” It’s held by a couple pieces of innocuous sticky tape, the 3M kind that parents use for wrapping Christmas gifts. David looks up from his slice and side of Chow Mein. There’s a website listed on the bulletin but not in the fashion that allows for multiple tears. Figuring nobody will miss the sign (and perhaps to get an edge on his competition), David unfastens the forlorn gift-less tape and pockets the flyer.

The pizza is something else at The Slice. There’s nothing notable about the sauce or the crust, the mozzarella or the meat. It’s the construction of it all. It’s scorched just right so that the cheese stretches from the pie when you bite it. As far as David can recall, none of the hundreds of slices he’s tried in this awful city don’t stretch. The bite just bends and breaks where you take it. All this and the topper – it’s become one of David’s favorite Chinese joints in the city. The number one is a Pilgrim’s journey off the The Haight. David’s usually gassed by the time he descends the twenty-seven flights of stairs from his apartment – he refuses to take the shaft. It’s a sort of social distancing protest he has against the elevator system. He figures it doubles as an excuse to stay away from the gym too. Besides, he’s fit by way of his normal peanut butter, pizza and condiment diet. Moreover David doesn’t even know why one would ever make that kind of commitment to a being shoulder to shoulder with strangers in the first place.  

The pain is sharp. Excruciating. It starts at the small of his sciatica (as if there were anything small about the ache) and shoots into his back like a twisted rusted crowbar that’s been scorched through hellfire and sharpened into an ancient rusted lance as it escaped. The blade ends its journey politely exiting through a pinhole sized vein that runs up between David’s left eye and his hair line. It’s polite in that it leaves remnants of temporal relief between his shoulders – the seemingly only spot on David’s whole body that finds itself immune to the wrath. David does his best to manage the war that engulfs the rest of his body with a handful of prescription horse tranquilizes his buddies send up in cute little care packages, wrapped up in Christmas cards in June with that same stupid tape. He’s insured but it’s not enough. Either way, David prefers the meds to fruitcake any day. 


False Expectations, Appearing Real

 

David awakens to the sounds of protesters and street traffic outside. Twenty-seven flights up above the sprawl and somehow the noise is just as gritty as the pavement below. Sometimes he finds himself fighting the darkness to look out below and gain a bird’s eye of the fan-fair, knowing very well that each protest will be brought to crescendo by ten and to a quell by noon. San Francisco patrol units have their own specialized tac force to engage such festivities. He’s memorized the numbers atop the zebras and, overtime, noted they’ve shifted towards uniformity—they’re all numbered “3” now. 

Today’s protest is unlike any other, and David might even be able to sneak out the door unnoticed if not for the flurry of press that normally follow these events like nu-wave ambulance chasers. There is something about being reminded about one’s own physical abnormalities that makes them that much more difficult to cope with. It is almost as if the news folk had never done a news story on him that David would be none-the-wiser of his ailment. Even worse are the follow-ups and the pseudo fan mail—dressed up like letters from loved ones on the outside. The contents were usually from a well-wishing corporation with a twenty-dollar gift card for their wares. Some were indeed personal and entertaining. Who would have thought that a middle age black man with amnesia would drive such a foray of strange desperate women into a frenzy? 

David realizes that stranger things have happened or so he’s read about stranger things happening in the periodicals his doctor leaves spread out in the waiting room. And although he doesn’t fancy himself special by any right, he recalls that much about the idea of stardom – how celebrity can be brought upon some fool by the most unseasonable occurrences. There was the turn of the millennium worldwide sensations discovered by the now defunct social media platforms. There was the online suicide front spurred by the labor unions. There were the mass dare phenomena of Generation Blackout to follow. If no other conventional commonality, all these movements shared one thing – celebrity. David catches a glimpse of his reflection in his flat’s panoramic window wondering what kind of legacy his celebrity will leave once his fifteen is done. 

They send him gifts to help him remember. He round files most of the ones of no monetary benefit. At least some of the proceeds are going to neuroscience research. He figures there no harm foul in pocketing the rest. 

Knowing there is nothing in the fridge from the trip before and the trip before that, David retires to his desk. Front center there stands a stature of a red breasted finch. It’s not his style but he keeps it none the less with the note that accompanied it in the mail when it arrived a few months ago. It was Spring then but it always feels like winter here. The note reads:  

“We miss you Sarge. Here’s to your retirement.

May the road rise up to meet you.

May the wind always be at your back.

May the sun shine warm upon your face,

and rains fall soft upon your fields.

And until we meet again,

May God hold you in the palm of His hand.”

 

They all send gifts but there is seldom a gift, present, or note that helps him remember anything at all. All David thinks of is the pain his skull and spine – the pain that wanders through the trunk of his body and writhes up through the roots of his cranium. It serpents and wallows. It gathers and twists like sewer sludge. If this pain were living, it would smell just as awful and be twice as evasive. One wouldn’t know the origin of the decay. It would fester and lurch to no resolve like the densest part of the plumbing. David feels disgusted with it all and the note isn’t helping today. It didn’t help yesterday either. 

Still he keeps the paper and the bird thinking that someday it might help him remember something sweeter about yesterday. 

 

Learning to Fly

 

It’s an Indian Summer in the bay. 97 degrees in October. Both the natives and the news try to pretend that it’s something of a surprise. Talks of the weather are a welcomed conversation piece in most households, holding a notable advantage to talks about dispiriting political matters or, even worse, the marked unprecedented absence of a professional football franchise. The recent dismantling of the NFL and disintegration of the 49ers has left the bay team-less. The Niners are still in the league, sure. But they haven’t been the same team or even operating on the same playing field as their division since the Blackout Generation turned their backs on professional sports. Corporate sponsorships sell seats and not even Levi’s hosts their denim on that bottomed out hollow ghost of a stadium anymore. 

When the Woke Generation spiked a massive influx of the state of “Being Alive” amongst bay area residents, it seemed only natural that citizens start taking a more proactive role to their health. Activists driving the movement called for strict anti-gun policies leading to an eventual ban on assault rifles and even a temporary halt to the carrying of firearms on all academic campuses. This included the use of any firearms by law enforcement and school resource officers. The ban was lifted after a two-year long experiment left college campuses across the west at a staggering loss of life during four separate lone wolf attacks.

Still, one of the prevailing functions of the movement was consumer repulsion to internet use. Case in point, the Woke Generation encompassed the last-born digital natives. They were the first generational cohort to report a “repulsion to social media” in research evaluations conducted on behalf of a mental health coalition assembled to investigate hate crimes and their relationship to anxiety in young adults. In contrast to their Millennial parents who displayed ambivalence towards social platforms but continued usage, the Woke participants expressed an overwhelmingly authoritative decision to cut ties with all forms of social media. Their abstinence became known as “Cut the Cord.” After years of living other people’s lives, people were alive again.  At least, that’s what they all wanted to think. 

The news vans outside Levi’s Stadium are relatively unprepared for the rain. Today Run Rabbit announces its IPO and most anchors are striving for an un-done look to match the ironically unkempt investors and their Bohemian stick figure celebrity dates. The stadium hadn’t seen a sell out since 1995 and even on that monumental day, a few seats were no shows. Today, each and every one of the 68,500 seats are filled – the venue is outfitted with additional police agency to supplement Run Rabbit’s private detail. 

Just as expected, the notables and Hollywood elite are beginning to surface two by two out of stretches at the loading dock. It’s easy to spot more seasoned photographers by their stance. Those adept at shooting athletes are perched higher, cameras tripod to capture subjects at least a couple feet taller than the majority of today’s spectrum. Amateurs waited overnight in tents vying for a spot near the 50-yard line.

The only figure to match the perched expert angle is a tall white man in his thirties. He looks like he could have been an athlete himself at some point, but that would stand in contradiction to a success in a sphere of influence like technology. “Hey,” David shrugs as he says aloud, “Stranger things have happened.” 

The stadium was originally built with acoustics in mind. Designed by HNTB, an internationally renowned architectural firm, the now aging structure has since lost much of their structural integrity. Whereas the engineers originally placed focus on creating a multi-purpose venue and with the fan experience and green technology as top priorities, years of water damage, rust and corrosion have rendered the stadium slack like a weathered pair of old jeans. Yet, unlike the pants, there is little comforting, familiar or charming about its fit. It’s just old. 

David can barely make out what the announcer is saying over the bustle of the crowd and the hallows of the aging stadium. Luckily, it’s not his job to listen to what’s being said on stage today. His detail is to guard these two sections of nosebleed seats and, aside from the unexpected downpour, it doesn’t seem as if he’ll have any problem managing that today. He looks out onto the crowd. Two things are certain: 

 

His uniform is soaked.

It will rain all night. 

 

Shadow of the Colossus

 

Only three months into this gig and it seems like life may be on the up and up. He steps out of the shower and looks at his face. It’s still ugly but there appears to be a couple less worry lines about the center of his forehead. “Not bad,” he smiles as he picks up a blue towel to dry himself. For some reason, David’s flat is full of navy-blue awnings and accessories. If asked to describe why or ascertain a reason for the uniformity, David wouldn’t the slightest. He figures it must be one of those things. Perhaps he had a lot of favorite things before the accident and navy was one of them even though other colors make more sense. Either way, he is glad to be home and dry after a swing shift. David finds it ironic he’d end up in a job with 12-hour shifts—they might as well take advantage of his impediment. He gathers the soft fluffy towel to his face. It smells like cotton and artificial rainwater – the kind of fragrance that reminds one of what it really feels like to be clean or loved or fresh shaven or otherwise spoken for. He smiles. It’s 3 A.M. 

David won’t set an alarm tonight. He doesn’t have a shift tomorrow and knows himself better than to sleep through two days. He reaches over and takes a gamble on one of the seven prescription bottles on his nightstand. He holds the cold hard orange plastic to his chest and waits a moment as if to ask his body if he can stand the pain. He doesn’t have time to beg or plea – just an inquiry. He places the bottle back on the nightstand as if to ask again. The pain is constant, but he finds momentary bliss. He figures one night without the pill won’t hurt any more than he’s already hurting right now. “Besides,” he thinks aloud, “Might skip a dream.”

He closes his eyes and drifts. His naked body forms snow angels in dark blue cotton. The sheets are so blue that they are almost black. He drifts knowing full well that he’ll wake up tomorrow morning not knowing what this moment felt like or how the rain felt upon on his skin like small droplets of happiness that soothe his heart now. David casts another smile hoping that perhaps someone in his dreams may find him handsome. 

Haight Ashbury looks like its morning occupants. Its shop windows bear witness to the aftermath of another loveless evening. They reflect Cinderella’s lost slipper twice removed so that the unlucky barefoot gals going home shoeless and single at the end of the night have an additional reminder that they are, in fact, all alone. Even so, it’s not an air of sadness that drifts through the air on this Sunday morning. Perhaps it is because the early hours of Sunday that still exudes thoughts of the weekend. At 4 AM, there’s still chance to be rescued by prince charming. One of the stragglers enters a phone both and disappears into a speakeasy adjacent to Telephone signifying she hasn’t given up on the night just yet. 

It is said that if you stand in just the right spots in Telephone Bar that one can hear a whisper from another section of the venue some 72 feet removed from each other. The theory is tested nightly by tourists mainly and largely the rumors have been dispelled. It’s just never quite quiet enough to test the theory at its capacity and, when it is quiet enough, it’s too silent to tell. Still, the barkeeps and regulars insist that, though they’ve not successfully employed the game themselves, that they know somebody who knows somebody who did. 

She isn’t wearing a watch, but it seems early enough to try and late enough for there to be less noise interference. She knows she’ll miss her train and heave to spend her last twenty on a Rabbit Run. Still, nightfall or sunrise, whatever succession of day or God-awful hour it may be, Felicity is hellbent on testing out the game. 

She walks to the area of the club marked known as “The Pit”. Despite its name, The Pit is rather unassuming. It derives its name from its original function. Before the venue was remodeled into the towering opulent masterpiece of a club that stands today, Area 7’s Telephone Bar used to be a divey music venue in the eighties known for its perpetually sticky floors, crusty stage, and toilet-less coke stalls. 

Felicity takes the rubber band off one of her French braids. She leaves her brown hair done up but twists the mortal coil around her wrist, ritualistically flicking the band against her skin. It’s something she does when she’s nervous or bored or angry. She’s been doing so since she was four – one of the many painful acknowledgements of her social awkwardness. She’s always made it a point to keep a certain social distance between herself and other. As beautiful and successful as she were to become in her career, there are certain elements of her past that she’ll never escape. She chocs this absurdity up to “Magical Talent #27.” Felicity assigns random numbers to all of her embarrassing quirks on a whim when prodded. Adding a layer to complexity oftentimes dissuades the spectator from asking questions, she feels. It’s best to keep the curious ones further away. 

Despite her awkwardness, Felicity grew very popular out of her humble hometown shell. And thankfully, nobody really paid attention to the quirks turned magical talents until well into her adolescence when she shot up four inches in a year. She was scouted that summer by a Zen Models agent in a shopping mall only to be sharked by an independent agency who paid for her college. Now, the tender age of 24, marks both the crux and end of her modelling career.  

There was nothing particularly special about the waifish seventeen-year-old from Orange County, California. If ever asked to describe herself or her history, Felicity would dodge the question for as long as possible and try to deflect the conversation to the weather, sport, day or tabloid. It is unsurprising that she’s found herself so fundamentally single throughout her career. It’s nothing unnerving or new to her– being alone. In fact, she enjoys the solitude, the freedom. 

In one interview, Felicity was asked her favorite song. After what seemed like a three second eternity, Felicity responded “I Got No Strings.” She didn’t know at the time of the seemingly innocuous interview that her answer, like the time she dyed her hair blonde, would stir much controversy within the agency. It’s industry knowledge that models assigned to one of the bigger agencies have little to no creative control over their careers and lifestyle choices. Dietary restrictions are the least of concerns. Zen models are continuously monitored and tracked by a team of community directors who monitor and evaluate their day to day activities, social circles, sexual encounters (and indecencies), and job placements. She was 20 when she was discovered and considered too “too old” for most of the gigs Zen put her up for. Models tend to peak at 19, so Felicity got picked up past her expiration date.

One may be quick to respond, “That’s show business,” and this is accurate, of course. But this would still beg the question as to why the choice on a jukebox would make all the difference and become a defining moment in a young star’s career. For Felicity, it wasn’t necessarily the song but the timing of her choice. In protest to the business, on her 27th birthday, Felicity tattooed two tiny dots under her right eye to represent the wings of the monarch. The elsewise “Perpetually Ageless Porcelain Doll” as the press had labelled her never let the definitions of man or the desire of her directors dictate the shape of her universe. Felicity was wise beyond her years. She knew people and agency promise the mountains and the moon and offer little in the end but flesh wounds and disease. Felicity never found herself succumb to the temptations of earthly desires. She is a butterfly. 

The only strings Felicity believes in are those of in quantum theory. She doesn’t fancy herself a physicist but finds herself studying its conditions whenever she has a chance. Something about the in-between fascinates her. She wonders if the spaces that keep us apart are only abstractions of the human condition or elsewise biproducts of a post Reformation hands-off society. And, granted her schedule is dying out in rapid succession with reaching the twilight of her commercial appeal, she has nothing better to do than find herself a bruised apple from her crisper drawer and rushing to the East Bay Library for a quick fix. She has a midnight call time at Telephone tonight and figures the controversy over her rebellion can wait. It’s just the media. People will forget about her face tomorrow just like they did the day before yesterday. 

 

Social Anxiety

 

“If I could see myself through someone else’s eyes, then maybe I’d have a better time.” 

“That’s deep.” Frank shrugs. He offers David a water by gesturing to the bookshelf. It’s a bit of a two-fer as the shelf, secretly known to the two for its keep. It houses a single barrel malt Jack Daniels and a menagerie of other liquid medicines held in strict doctor-patient confidentiality. 

David chose a male shrink fresh off the boat from his accident out of a combination of necessity and desperation. The same company that supplements his rent has stakes in mental wellness and will only help outfit the place if David continues to make routine care. This seems a bit counterintuitive to David granted he has no actual health insurance, but it brings him closer to the pills. Hence, he’s been here every second Tuesday of the month for the past thirteen months. 

Dr. Frank is a handsome guy. Even David, with his lack of adherent cognitive abilities can tell as much. He remembers what a good-looking guy looks like as much as he can describe the antithesis his reflection poses. Dr. Frank’s skin is white and slightly charred by the ravages of time and perhaps one too many vacation excursions south of the border with the Mrs. 

David oftentimes wonders what that feels like— to bask in sunshine without a care or semblance of remorse. Sometimes he’ll look up to the sky and search for a similar feeling of warmth. It’s seldom he finds himself a moment uninterrupted by the malevolent pain that bolts through his veins like molten hellfire. The pills supply this machine bred solace but it’s never enough time to really get there. 

Dr. Frank notices David is starting to drift and proceeds with the journal. “Funny,” he shakes his head in bewilderment, “Twenty-seven years in clinical practice and nothing beats pen to paper.” 
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