the ‘84 regress by Douglas Lain
Life in the ‘80’s
Life in the eighties isn’t all bad. Television, for instance, is better than you might remember it being; there are fewer stations, fewer commercials, and everything is slower, slowed down. There aren’t ATMs or FAX machines; there aren’t any e-mail messages.
Driving on the interstate, counting the yellow dashes that zoom by, it all makes sense. The last sixteen years were just a series of bizarre nightmares, everything was just as unreal as it felt, and the year 1984 never ended.
Let me repeat:
The year 1984 never ended.
It’s my own unified field theory. Generation X, the Clinton presidency, Jay Leno, my relationships with women — all of it makes sense now.
The Breakup
Cindy and I broke up in 2001.
The problem was that Cindy didn’t know how to argue, or more to the point, she didn’t know how to sublimate. She’d been through therapy just like everyone else, and she took her medication, but she could never stick to the issue at hand. I’d start in about how she squeezed the toothpaste tube, or complain about her haircut, but she always tried to figure out what was really going on.
“You don’t care about my haircut. You just don’t want to marry me,” she said. She didn’t understand how the game was supposed to be played.
“It’s your hair. It’s your hair. I know you don’t understand, but it really is your hair.”
She looked great actually, her hair was fine, but when she stood there looking at herself in the mirror, in her mother’s wedding dress, and with her hair pulled back and her tan face shining, suddenly I couldn’t stand her.
I took my pill. I took my pink pill and smiled.
“You should try on the tuxedo,” she said.
“I can’t,” I said. “Because of your hair.”
Cindy and I broke up. We broke up because she didn’t know how to argue.
The Smiths
I left Cindy and moved into a studio apartment. I moved into a tiny room with yellowed walls and a shared bath.
I met Mrs. Smith the first day.
She knocked on the plywood door to my place.
“Hello neighbor,” she said. “Can I borrow some butter?”
She was on the young side of middle aged, maybe thirty-seven, but she still looked young somehow, acted young. She wasn’t really fully dressed. She was wearing a pair of men’s boxer shorts and a sports bra. Her hair was a solid brown, darker than it would naturally be, and her body was trim and fit.
“Butter?” I asked. “I’m not sure. I just moved in.”
“No? Well I think I might have some. Why don’t you come over and borrow some from me.”
“What?”
“Welcome. I’m saying hello to the new neighbor and welcome. Come on over. I’ll introduce you to my husband.”
She led me to her apartment, to their apartment. She and her husband lived in a much bigger place than my own, and much more expensively decorated. She opened the front door and led me past overstuffed chairs, through a hallway with track lighting, and into the front room.
A man who I assumed was her husband was resting on the perfectly white sofa. His socked feet dangled over the armrest and his head was propped up by throw pillows. He was working on a Rubik’s cube.
“Winston, the new neighbor is here,” Mrs. Smith announced to the man on the couch and then she turned back to me.
He didn’t say anything. A mechanical ticking sound filled the silence. The Smiths had a large reel to reel tape recorder underneath their glass coffee table and the red light was on; the VU meter was swinging back and forth in tiny arcs as Mr. Smith turned the colors on his Rubik’s cube.
“Are we recording this conversation?” I asked.
“There’s nothing I can do about that. That’s not ours,” Mr. Smith said.
“Whose is it?”
He didn’t answer. “You’re diagnosed, right? What they got you on?”
It was a rude question. Not that I had anything to hide, exactly. “What about you? You’ve been diagnosed too, right?”
“What are you on?” Mr. Smith asked again.
“Ritalin mostly. I’m distractible,” I said. “But I’m okay, really. I can work. I was even going to get married.”
“You’re a voter then?” Mr. Smith asked.
“Yeah. I’m a voter.”
“We’re not voters,” Mrs. Smith said. “Most of the tenants here aren’t voters.”
“We used to be voters,” Mr. Smith said.
I shrugged. Being a voter wasn’t something I took too seriously.
“Do you think we could, maybe, borrow a few of your pills then?” Mr. Smith asked.
“Just to try them out. Just a few of them,” Mrs. Smith asked.
“My pills?”
“Two or three is all.”
“Hey, listen… I’m on a routine, if I gave you anything that would disrupt the schedule.”
“Just two?” Mrs. Smith asked.
“No,” I said. “I don’t like you even asking.”
“Just one?” Mrs. Smith asked. She put her arm around my waist, trying to hold me. I jerked away and stumbled back, catching myself from falling. I brushed past the overstuffed chairs beneath the track lighting.
“You don’t have to go,” Mrs. Smith said as I opened the front door. “We’ll be nice.”
I didn’t say anything to her, but half stumbled and half ran back into the hall. I leaned against their door and immediately reached inside my jacket pocket for another pill. I reached inside but there was nothing there. The pills were gone, the bottle was gone. They’d lifted them off me.
“Hey!” I yelled at the door. I pounded with flat palms on the wood. “I’m on a schedule! Open the door!” I pounded and pounded. “I need my medication. Open the door.”
“You’ll be better off without it,” Mrs. Smith said from behind the plywood door.
“I need those pills!”
“No. We need the pills. We need them!” Mr. Smith shrieked from inside. “We don’t have a future without them!”
Growing Up Stoned
I fidget with the radio dial, seeking out static. Cindy tells me to watch the road, but I can’t help myself. I can’t keep my fingers from nervously drumming. I lock and unlock the driver’s side door and finger the shift stick.
I was diagnosed, at the age of eight, with attention deficit disorder. They put me on Ritalin, and it was almost fun. I’d get totally stoned on these chemicals, with full sanction from my parents and the school district, and then take off on my Bigwheel. Pedaling faster and faster I reached speeds unimaginable.
Now I’m clean and I feel sluggish. Worse, I can’t keep my hands and eyes from wandering.
“It’s not you. It’s this boredom we’re living through. The tedium of all these billboards and exit ramps,” Cindy says. “Keep your eyes on the road.”
I take a package of spearmint gum from the glove compartment, chew up a wad, and swallow.
I hope for a placebo effect.
Withdrawal
At first I thought I could handle it. I didn’t want to explain anything to my doctor, didn’t want to end up begging for a refill at the pharmacy or going to Cindy so she could let me raid the old apartment for an extra bottle. I didn’t want to face Cindy at all. Whatever distractions came up I’d just have to cope with, and then after work I’d go by the Smith’s and get my pills back.
But, within an hour of my arrival at work, I was emptying my desk drawers, sorting through the first aid kit in the employee’s kitchen. I even asked the secretary for one of her pills.
“Why are you staring at me?” she asked.
Sheila was in her thirties with frizzy blonde hair and she was always in the same red turtle neck and brown skirt. She was practically invisible; she liked to be inconspicuous, but I was determined to draw her out. She had something I needed.
She stood next to the filing cabinet, pulled the top drawer half open, and then stopped.
“Do you have any pills?” I asked.
“What?”
“Withdrawal,” I said. “I’m going through withdrawal. Do you have any extra pills?” I asked.
“I took my daily allotment already,” she said.
“Please.”
I crossed the room and stood next to her at the filing cabinet. I took her by the shoulder and pointed her toward my cubicle.
Sheila sat down at my desk. She pushed my cup of number two pencils, my swingline stapler, and the solar powered calculator I’d stolen from the marketing department, out of her way and pressed her cheek against the coolness of the metal desktop.
“What do you want from me? I don’t know anything. I’m not anybody important.”
“I need your pills. Just a few pills, that’s all.” I was deranged already. Streaks of transparent gold and cellophane red wavered in front of my eyes and when I looked at Sheila, she looked younger than she had before. She’d changed. She was sixteen, maybe seventeen, years old.
“Your phone is ringing,” this teenage version of Sheila said.
It was, it was ringing like a bell rather than trilling out its usual computer generated farts. When I didn’t move to answer it Sheila picked up the phone herself and handed me the receiver.
Mrs. Smith was on the line.
“How did you get my number?”
“It’s on the bottle.”
“What do you want?”
“How are you feeling? A little funny maybe?”
“I feel fine.”
“You don’t, but you could. You want to feel better? Why don’t you come over? Take some time off work?”
“I’m on a routine—” I started, but then I caught myself. I didn’t want to beg and wasn’t going to justify anything.
“Come on, pay a visit. I’ve got something to show you.”
In the Mirror
Cindy stares into the mirror above the bathroom sink and runs her index finger down the curve of her neck. She lets her clean white towel slip from around her midriff and fall to the tiled floor.
“It’s the only perk of coming down,” she says.
“What’s that?”
“Youth.”
I pull back the thin coverlet on the motel’s king sized bed, grabbed the remote control off the night stand, but don’t turn on the set.
“You look beautiful,” I tell her.
Cindy shrugs her shoulders and sucks on her finger. She cups her breasts and arches her back, displaying herself to herself.
“I’ve got perfect breasts,” Cindy says.
“Yes.”
“I’ve got perfect skin.”
I agree with her, but all I can think about is getting another fix.
“Do you want to fuck?” Cindy asks.
At nineteen she’s beautiful, her skin is perfect, and my own twenty-two year old body is a good match: a flat stomach, thick shoulders, but sex is the last thing I want.
“I don’t want to do anything,” I said. “Except get stoned again.”
Cindy picks up her towel and holds it up to her chest, barely covering herself. She starts out of the bathroom but then turns back to her reflection.
“Let’s hit the road.” I say.
Cindy doesn’t stop staring but just nods at herself.
“Let’s get going.”
“You know…” Cindy says, “I can’t stand myself like this.”
Coming Down
“Hi,” Mrs. Smith said. She pushed open the plywood door and stood in the frame, blocking my path and exhibiting herself for my appraisal. She was wearing a peach colored silk robe that stopped at her thigh. “You came,” she said.
“Yeah.” I wasn’t sure what I was affirming. “Let me in.”
She moved aside, just enough for me to squeeze by, and I staggered into the darkness of the apartment.
The only source of illumination was a spotlight aimed at the center of the room. A metal folding chair had been set in the beam, and Mrs. Smith went to it and sat down.
“They’re filming us now. They keep demanding more details,” she said. “Have your eyes adjusted yet? Can you see the camera?”
I could. There was a vague triangle in the corner, and a blinking red light.
“I keep it dark so they won’t see me,” Mrs. Smith said. She opened her peach colored robe and pulled my prescription bottle from her inside pocket.
She shook one of my pills into her hand, broke open a capsule and took a taste of the drug. “My husband is a good man, but he does what he’s told. He does whatever the Brotherhood tells him. They say stop taking pills, so he does. They say they want to record us, to videotape everything, and he lets them. Of course he let’s them. What else can he do?”
“Give me my pills,” I said.
“They won’t help. You’re off the routine; the pills won’t work fast enough. But, I’ve got some smoke. Why don’t you do some smoke and calm down?”
I sat next to her, on the floor, and she produced a paper package from her robe. She sprinkled green leaves onto a rolling paper and twisted it into shape for me.
“Hold it in your lungs,” she said.
I took one drag after another, and the symptoms of my withdrawal intensified. I leaned back, letting my head rest on the metal seat of the chair, and watched the purple fog above my head.
“I’m withdrawing,” I said.
“Look at this,” Mrs. Smith said.
I opened my eyes, adjusted myself into a more upright position.
And then Mrs. Smith handed me a microwave oven. A neon colored, bright orange, microwave oven.
“What’s this for?” I asked.
“Just keep your eye on it.”
The incongruity of the major appliance went beyond its unexpectedness; something about the microwave was wrong. I couldn’t quite believe that it was really there, that such a microwave oven could even exist.
“What’s wrong with it? There’s something wrong with it, but I don’t know what it is.”
“Open it,” Mrs. Smith suggested.
Inside, sitting on the rotating glass plate, was a smaller microwave oven — an older model. The older microwave had only a single dial. And, as I sat and watched, this older microwave grew. It grew until it filled the inside, it grew until the outer microwave started to groan from the pressure.
“Keep your eyes open,” Mrs. Smith said.
The outer oven gave way, it cracked along the corners, and the black box inside emerged.
“What?” I asked as a trickle of orange plastic flowed onto my hands, into my lap. The inner microwave replaced the outer facade; all that was left of the newer model was a pool of melted orange plastic.
Mrs. Smith plugged the black microwave into the wall, and dropped a plastic grocery bag into my lap. Inside the bag was a Swanson’s TV dinner.
“Let’s see if it will cook,” she said.
I tossed the TV dinner inside and without setting the temperature, without the option of setting anything, I pressed the start button. We watched as the cardboard package spun around and around.
“It still works,” I said.
“Yes.” She pressed the release button and the microwave popped open, and then she peeled back the paper lid of the TV dinner. Steam wafted up and the brown goo inside was bubbling.
Can’t Drive 55
The future is a hallucination. I see it shimmering across the horizon, a city of cylinders and squares, and I’m amazed at how it floats. The future is unreal; it’s red and green, like Christmas.
The Yugo has a television screen where there once was a speedometer, and there is a jet stream where the exhaust pipe used to be.
“We’re flying,” Cindy says. She’s strapped in next to me, wearing a spacesuit and talking through a small slit in her helmet. “Flying.”
The future is a hallucination, a joke, but I press down on the gas anyway. I want to reach this glimmering city on a hill before it fades into the ether, before it reverts back.
The Pink Powder of Oprah Winfrey
I broke into Cindy’s apartment, my old apartment. Slipping a credit card between the door and the frame I was in, and the first thing I did was head to the bathroom, to the medicine cabinet. I scanned the dozens of bottles inside; brown vials full of little pink pills. I read the labels, starting at the top there was Aging, Continuity, Memory, and so on…
On the bottom shelf, the labels were more specific: The Internet, Beanie Babies, The Clinton Administration, Howard Stern…
I took “Desert Storm” and “Generation X” from the bottom row and read the fine print. I was supposed to take these pills twice a month, on an empty stomach. I grabbed another bottle, one called “Oprah Winfrey,” and pressed down on the childproof top.
I pulled the gelatin shells apart, and considered the powder. I licked the tip of my index finger, and took a taste.
“Today we’re going to talk to the parents of kids who can remember their past lives,” the television blared from the living room. I closed the medicine cabinet and went to see what was on.
A thin Oprah Winfrey walked the steps up into the audience. “These children can remember family and friends from a time before they were born.”
I approached the set and turned it off but Oprah kept talking. I grabbed the electric cord, yanked it hard, and found that the television wasn’t even plugged in.
“You go girl!” the television blared, and then shut off abruptly. I took another taste of the pink.
“It’s me…” Oprah told a child in a bodycast. She was standing over him in his hospital room, and his mother wept as Oprah shook the boy’s fingers, the only part of his body that wasn’t sheathed in plaster. “It’s me…Oprah.”
I walked to the bathroom and washed Ms. Winfrey off my hands; I turned the bottle upside down over the toilet.
The capsules floated in the blue water; they bobbed up and down inside the bowl for a long time before I gathered up the nerve to flush.
Withdrawal, Pop Music
There was a specter haunting the end of the twentieth century, a specter that I’d always known but couldn’t name. But, once I flushed Oprah Winfrey, suddenly I knew the words. I watched pink powder swirl in the toilet, listened to the sucking sound, and remembered the lyrics to every Top Forty pop song released between 1980 and 1984: Purple Rain, Too Shy, Stray Cats Strut, the Safety Dance, Melt with You, Hello, Cars, Down Under, 99 Luftballons…
Every single scrap of Pop Music including Pop Muzik was playing across my brain, and it all made sense.
Video killed more than the radio star, I realized. I wanted a new drug, but had to whip it. Someone was watching me, and they’d blinded me with science.
I sat down on the tiled floor, and tried to clear my head of the politics of dancing.
“Just say no,” I told myself. “Just say no.”
Slowly, and amidst a cacophony of inner pop, I cleared my medicine cabinet. One by one I dumped the contents of the brown bottles into the toilet, and flushed.
“I’m still standing,” I said, staring into the mirror and trying to recognize the face that stared back at me. It was a young face, unmarked by time. I was changing, like a microwave oven, but I kept going, kept flushing. “Let’s go crazy,” I told the young man that looked back at me from the mirror. “Burning down the house.”
Driving Since the Seventies?
“I think time must have stopped before we were born,” I say.
“Oh, gag. Spare me.” Cindy rolls down the passenger window and flicks her ash. She’s smoking cigarettes, even though she doesn’t…didn’t used to, or isn’t going to, smoke.
“How do I look?” Cindy asks. She pulls up the bottom of her shirt and ties a knot under her breasts, and I find that I’ve got another erection. I wish that I’d grabbed her when I’d had my chance in the motel.
“You look good,” I said. “Sexy.”
“Thanks.” She takes another hit off the cigarette and leans back, resting her elbow half out the window.
“But you’re not listening,” I said. “This static feeling has been going on for a long time. Since the seventies for sure.”
“Whatever,” Cindy says.
Orange Powder and Ronald Reagan
I made myself dinner, boxed macaroni and cheese, and watched Big Bird on television as I waited for Cindy to come home from work. I watched Sesame Street because the cable wasn’t connected anymore.
“This is the year 1980. You’re in the wrong time,” Big Bird said.
“I’m cursed. I can’t return to my own time, to my mother and father, to my Egypt, until the curse is lifted,” some kid pharaoh explained.
It was a rerun. It was the episode where Big Bird gets lost in the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
I stirred orange powder and margarine into the noodles and sat down in front of the television set. Was the apartment regressing? It was impossible to tell, everything Cindy and I had was old to begin with.
“Will you help me solve the riddle?” the prince asked.
I was afraid to eat my dinner. I read the list of ingredients on the back of the box, and worried that the orange powder might have gone bad.
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T H A N K S !
After Sesame Street and the pledge break I switched over to NBC. The network didn’t come in perfectly, but after adjusting the antenna I could just make out what it was I was seeing.
The presidential debates were on. Walter Mondale and Ronald Reagan were going to have it out on taxes, defense spending, and the death penalty. I watched the fuzz build up on the screen, the reception wavering, and waited for the candidates to be announced.
The front door creaked open and I could hear the sound of Cindy’s keys jangling as she put them down on the front table.
“Hello?” she asked as she stood in the front hall. “Who’s there?”
“I’m watching television,” I said.
Cindy didn’t take off her raincoat but stepped into the front room, dripping onto the hard wood floor. She unzipped her coat, and I could see that she was dressed in her usual khaki skirt and green turtle neck, but she looked odd. She looked false, too young for her outfit.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“I told you. I’m watching tv.”
Ronald Reagan ambled up to his podium, smiled at the audience, and flipped through his notes. Walter Mondale’s podium remained vacant.
“Well, I’m glad you asked that,” Reagan said. Nobody had asked a question yet, and Mondale’s podium was still empty.
“There you go again…”
“Mr. President,” one of the journalists on the panel interrupted. “Mr. President.”
“I refuse to make age an issue in this campaign,” Ronald Reagan said. “I don’t want to take unfair advantage of my opponents youth and inexperience.”
“Mr. President, the opponent has not…Mr. Mondale has not arrived.”
“Well, I…”
Cindy stood in front of the television screen, waving her hands in front of my face and unzipping her raincoat, she was insistent. “What do you want?”
“Well, I…” Ronald Reagan said.
Cindy turned off the television and crossed her arms. “What are you doing here?”
“I have something…” I started.
Cindy brushed her fingers through her damp hair and sighed a put upon sigh.
“I have something to show you.”
Ms. Pac Man and the Men In Black
It only took a few hours for Cindy to come down. She’d been skipping her medication, forgetting her schedule, for days already. She told me how much I’d hurt her, told me that she wasn’t sure she wanted to see me anymore. I agreed with everything she said, but I didn’t leave. I told her I wanted to talk it out, and I waited for the drugs to wear off.
Without drugs Portland was different. The light rail system was gone, and instead of Starbucks, Blockbuster, and the Gap, there was a record shop, a sports bar and a 7-11. And nobody looked right, everyone had big hair.
Cindy started to get dizzy, she saw streaks of color. She said she wanted something cold to drink.
“Do I want a slurpee?” Cindy asked. “Yes. I want a slurpee.”
An electric chime sounded as we entered the convenience store.
“Do you have an espresso machine?” I asked the clerk.
“No.”
“Not a real espresso machine, but one of those automatic jobs with the stale coffee and the chemicals? You know, one of those cappuccino machines?” I asked.
“Are you on drugs?” the kid asked, quite seriously.
“See anything different?” I asked Cindy. “Anything seem strange?”
“I want a slurpee,” Cindy said.
There were two video games in the far corner, Donkey Kong and Ms. Pac Man. Two men in business suits were hunched over the controls.
“Are you on drugs?” the kid behind the counter asked. “Are you voters?”
“One slurpee, please.”
“Get it yourself,” the kid said.
I went to the back of the store, and while I filled a paper cup with red slush I watched the video game screens. Pixels of light dashing around. I closed my eyes and listened to the repetitive music and bonking noises.
“What’s up, Mister?” one of the men asked. He’d stopped playing and was coming my way. He was about six feet tall and he wore a black suit, a silver badge, and almost no expression. “You okay?”
A pink ghost devoured Ms. Pac Man and the game ended.
“How’s your girlfriend? She feeling a little woozy?” the man asked.
“She’ll be all right.”
But they didn’t let it alone. The man playing Donkey Kong stopped. He stepped back from his machine.
“You know what time it is?” the Donkey Kong player asked.
“It’s a little after ten.”
“What year is it?” the Ms. Pac Man player asked.
“I don’t know.”
The Ms. Pac Man player grabbed my elbows and pulled my arms behind my back. He spun me around and forced my face down, onto the glass surface of the video game maze. The top players’ initials flashed across my cheek. FUC, BLT, and CDL held the high scores.
“Take a guess.”
“I’d say maybe 1983 or ‘84,” I said.
“I’ll get the girl,” the Donkey Kong player said.
The Ms. Pac Man agent slammed my face against the glass again, and I was afraid the screen would break, but then he pulled me up and looked me in the eyes.
“You stopped taking your medicine, didn’t you?” the Donkey Kong man asked Cindy as he pulled her over, sent her sprawling against the slurpee machine.
“You need to start over,” the Ms. Pac Man agent said. He grabbed my arm and tore my shirt sleeve open.
He held the syringe up in front of me, showed me the symbol printed on the side. The Starbuck’s mermaid smiled from the needle.
“You said before that you wanted some espresso,” the Donkey Kong man asked.
“No,” I said. “Not really.”
“That’s what you said.”
“I’ll have an iced latte,” Cindy said. Her eyes were dull, unfocused. “Or a slurpee?”
“Just sit down and the barista will make you a grande iced latte,” the Ms. Pac Man agent said. And he plunged the needle into my arm.
I sat down on the tile floor and listened to the sounds from the games: I heard Donkey Kong shake the rafters. I heard Ms. Pac Man as she consumed the dots.
A Cup of Coffee and the Morning Paper
I came back to consciousness in midstream, chewing a stale scone and then washing it down with a double mocha. What year was it? The air conditioning and natural lighting confused me as I looked around for some sort of clue. It looked like it was morning already.
“When is it?” I asked.
“What?” Cindy asked. She was sipping an iced latte and tearing a paper napkin into little bits.
I went to the counter, to the newspaper rack, and bought a copy of USA Today. It was dated January 23rd, 2000, but the front page photograph was of Ronald Reagan. “His legacy lives on in campaign 2000,” the caption read.
I used my visa card, signed my name on the dotted line.
What year was it? It was impossible to tell. USA Today reported corporate mergers and the deregulation of television and quotes from the campaign trail, but it didn’t mention whether Donald Duck was seventy or eighty-six. Madonna was making a movie, the Backstreet Boys were at the top of the charts, and George Bush was not going to apologize even though he was very sorry.
I flipped through the paper and drank my mocha, but the news didn’t help me decide anything.
“I’m thirsty,” Cindy said.
The Crater
My apartment building was gone, the whole street was missing. Instead there was a giant crater and a few shards of glass. Even the foundation was gone.
“What year are we in?” I asked.
“This is where you live?”
“There was a building,” I said.
“It’s two thousand and something,” Cindy said.
“What?”
“It’s 2001.”
“Yeah, only the paper said it was 2000. We’re still a year off,” I said. “Do you remember the man with the syringe?”
Cindy shook her head no, and then kneeled down and started sorting through the gravel. She found a rusty nail, a silver lighter, a bicentennial quarter, and a piece of a Rubik’s cube. The red and green stickers were burnt around the edges.
“Remember? At the 7-11?”
“How is this helping?” Cindy asked. “Who cares what year it is anyway?”
“Maybe there was a war.”
“What do you mean?” Cindy asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe there was a nuclear war. Maybe we’re all dead.”
Cindy flipped the bicentennial quarter, it came up heads. She peeled off the green sticker from the piece of Rubik’s cube. “You’re dead the moment you start thinking like this. You’re dead the moment you break the routine. Dead. Deranged. Done.”
“A lot of people live without the routine. Lot’s of people are unmedicated.”
“Nonvoters,” Cindy said. “We’re nonvoters now.”
Cold Turkey Merry Go Round
That night we stayed in the office, hid in my cubicle. We drank instant soups out of paper cups and tried to distract each other with games like twenty questions and name that tune, but both of us kept thinking about pills.
Cindy and I were withdrawing again.
“When I was about five years old my father, my real father and not my Dad, took me to an amusement park,” Cindy said. “He wanted to ride the merry-go-round, but I didn’t want to.”
“Who sang that song about talking in your sleep?” I asked. “Was that the Romantics?”
Cindy didn’t answer, but turned her head away and grabbed a plastic wastebasket. She vomited up chunks of noodles, brown meat.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“Oh Christ,” she said, wiping her mouth with her woolen sleeve. “I’m all rubbery. I can’t decide if I’m hot or cold.”
She was bright red, and hot to the touch. She’d sweat big circles around her armpits, right through her sweater.
“I’ll get you some water.”
“Why don’t we take a pill. Shouldn’t we just take a pill?” she asked.
“No.”
Cindy wiped her mouth, took another sip of cold soup, and started again. She fiddled with my solar calculator, turned it upside down and spelled out “BOOB” and “hEll.”
“I was terrified of the rides, all of them. I just stared at the different machines and cried,” she said.
“What?”
“When my Dad took me to the amusement park.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“But the worst one, the worst ride was the merry-go-round. There were these miniatures along the top of it, wooden figurines of Dutch girls that rotated back and forth as the ride turned, and I thought that the dolls were real. I convinced myself that they were the shrunken bodies of the children the merry-go-round didn’t like.”
The office was different; there was a dome-shaped light sitting on top of a swatch of red carpet where there had been a fax machine. And there were no computers anywhere.
“Listen to me,” Cindy said. She squeezed my hand and I sat back down, only realizing after the fact that I’d been about to leave.
“Listen,” she said. “It wasn’t so much that I thought I’d be turned into wood, it was more like I thought I was already up there,” Cindy said. “I imagined that I was already made of wood, that I was just a doll.”
I took another sip of soup, and burned my tongue. The soup was hot; it had cooled, but now it was steaming again.
“He, my dad, decided to ride by himself. He said that he was going to have fun, that he was going to show me that there was nothing to be afraid of,” Cindy said. “And I just knew that he would die, that he would freeze solid and the park people would have to find a spot for him up there, up with the Dutch girls in their wooden dresses. And I knew he wouldn’t really fit.”
“But he didn’t die. He didn’t die and everything was fine.”
“Didn’t he?” Cindy asks.
I didn’t say anything. I was too busy vomiting into the plastic wastebasket.
“I don’t remember what happened after that, it was a long time ago.”
“It wasn’t as long ago as you think,” I said.
Street Future
In the morning we decided to leave town. Cindy’s Yugo was parked in front of the high school, about two blocks away from my office.
A teenage boy, a punk kid wearing army pants and a pink muscle shirt, was sitting on her car. He was cross-legged on the trunk and smoking a cigarette when we arrived.
“Move it, kid,” I said.
“Who are you supposed to be, my Grandpa?”
“Just get down from there,” I said.
“You in the present?” he asked. “You need some future?”
“Come on, we’ve got to go,” I grabbed his arm and started to drag him off of the trunk. Cindy grabbed my wrist, and shook me loose from him.
“Wait,” she said, “he’s trying to help us out.”
“Listen to your lady. I’m not loitering, I’m talking business,” he said. He took another drag off his cigarette and then flicked it into the street.
“What kind of business?” I asked.
“You know that future everybody says won’t ever get here? Well, this is it.” He held out a joint, a vial of some pinkish crystals, and a few capsules.
“I don’t want any,” I said. I grabbed Cindy’s hand and tried to loosen her grip on my arm.
“Look at yourself; look at your lady. She’s hurting, needing. You two aren’t going anywhere without a fix.”
“Yeah?”
“You’re a voter, right? The year two thousand and all that?” he asked.
“Sure,” I said. “I guess.”
“You’ve been doing the wrong stuff, that’s all. They’ve got you hooked on all kinds of bullshit. Listen, I’m not selling their future,” he said. “I’ve got the year 2000 in this vial, the real 2000 with flying cars and Art Deco and robots. This is the shit,” he said.
“Flying cars?” I asked.
“And robots,” he said.
“How much is it?” Cindy asked. “How much do you want?”
On the Road
We’re like tourists. We stop at rest areas and roadside diners and take pictures of asphalt and urinals and neon signs that read “no vacancy.” Except now I can’t wait for the next exit ramp, I can’t keep driving anymore. I pull over at random, stop on the shoulder of I-5 and get out.
I lean inside the car and turn on the emergency blinkers.
“What are you doing?,” Cindy asks. “Somebody might stop for us.”
I lean back inside and turn off the blinker, but before I pull myself out again I flip on the radio. Boy George is singing “I’ll tumble 4 U,” and I spin the dial.
“Get the camera while you’re in there,” Cindy tells me.
I hand it over and Cindy takes a picture of the highway in front of us. I put my arm around her and pull her to me. I want to be as close to her as possible. I want to live happily ever after.
We get back in the car and just sit for a minute, unsure what to do next.
“Let’s smoke some more,” Cindy says. She holds up the vial and starts to unscrew the top.
“You sure?”
Cindy doesn’t reply, but pulls out a metal pipe, takes a hit, and then passes it over to me.
I watch pink smoke fill the front of the car, and then take a drag myself. With water in my eyes I decide to go again, to continue. I put the key in the ignition, listen to the engine turn over, and press down on the gas.
Cindy rolls down the passenger window and peers out, looking through the lens. “Smile,” she says to the flat landscape, the patches of brown weeds and barbed wire fencing.
The tires lift up from the road, and I watch the gas gauge transform into an altitude gauge. I take another hit off the pipe and lean back in the ultra conforming gelatin lined driver’s seat.
We float away, zip off towards the horizon, and Cindy presses down on the button of her instamatic, takes a snapshot of the ground as we lift away from it.
“Smile,” she says.