
Monologues


Goodbye to Beekman Place

Introduction-The Night in Question


I’m not one of those alcoholics who defends himself by saying “I can quit whenever I want to.”  Let me make this perfectly clear: I have absolutely no desire to stop drinking.  I know its bad for my health, but I’ve always been a functional drunk, on a much different level than the weepy, self-loathing victims at AA meetings.  Drinking has not ruined my life, nor am I Nicholas Cage from “Leaving Las Vegas.”  I’m at my best with a good whiskey buzz, and as far as the Chicago gay scene is concerned, I’m just one of the boys.  


Quite frankly, I need to drink. I don’t feel like a man without it.  Alcohol does more than just lower my inhibitions...It excites me and brings me to life, allowing the same clarity for the day that I have in the night.  I don’t know many gay men with the courage to face their full potential; mine may be liquid courage, but at least I’m able to admit that.   


You know, if it weren’t for liquid courage, I never would have noticed the elevator in the Beekman Place lobby...
  


Part One-Broken People


One-It Always Starts With a Kidnapping


I hate being old. 


I hate waking up and farting as soon as I get out of bed in the morning, and I hate how puffy my face looks in the bathroom mirror, when I pick the crust from the corners of my eyes.  I hate having to sometimes take the stairs one at a time when I first come down to the kitchen, and I hate when the sunrise catches my reflection in the living room TV just right, reminding me to stand up straight and stop slouching like an old woman. 


I really hate how my first cup of coffee always makes me shit.

When I was younger, my family said I resembled my father when he was my age. “You’ve got your Dad’s eyes & hair color,” they said, “and when you smile, your dimples fold the same way his did…you’ve got his cheek bones.”  I’ll admit, there are times when I see Father’s face looking back at me in the mirror, but I don’t see a thirty-eight year old man anymore; I see his reflection as he is right now, a man in his sixties who is approaching the later phases of life. 

I have no idea how I lost eleven years…


Two-Next Comes the Alcoholic Writer


“They were the painted ladies of Roanoke Avenue, massive wooden mansions that had overlooked downtown Peoria from a tree-lined street near the upper part of the valley.  They were the showplaces of another time, trophies of an industrial city’s success, four stories tall when you included their attics, as beautiful from the alley as they were from the street.  In their day, they were spectacular; they had widow’s walks & wraparound porches, slate roofs & beveled glass windows, and grounds that were as lush as Dorian Gray’s garden.


Today, the homes of Roanoke Avenue are little more than shells.  Pretty shells, I’ll admit, but modern Peoria doesn’t remember the cleanliness of the neighborhood’s heyday, or the pride of her original owners.  In the mid 1980s, many of Roanoke’s houses were condemned, or even worse, subdivided into Section-8 apartments.  


It’s sad, really...there were so many important people who lived here a hundred years ago, and with the exception of a few old newspaper scraps and grainy photographs in the Historical Society archives, there is nothing left to remember them.”


from: “Bohemian Peoria Part Three: The Homes of Roanoke Avenue,” by Frankie Downs


          OLDPLACES.COM, Online Issue # 85, April-May 2005


          (reprinted in 4th Quarterly, December 2005)

Three-Product Placement 

What’s the saddest you’ve ever been?

Mine is so deep, I can only face it in the moment of clarity immediately following a drinking bender.  I wake up in the wee hours, heart racing, thirsty for water.  In the darkness of the bedroom, I push away whoever happens to be next to me, and I step outside for a cigarette, thinking about my life and what I have become.  I’m alone in my thoughts…always alone…and as the smoke fills my lungs, the truth fills my head, cold, unfiltered, and very, very sad.

Sadness as deep as mine cannot be discussed with others.  It would scare them, disgust them, and push them away forever.  I’d have no friends at all if I shared my story openly.  But I need to tell somone.  My existence depends on it.  And I need to tell it in a way that won’t cause them to gather the children.  Or lock the door. Or let the phone go to voicemail. 

Or worst of all, call the police.

Four-The Good Cop and The Bad Cop


Music inspires my imagination. 


When I hear a good song on the radio, it triggers a video in my head, a story of my own creation set to the playing music.  Sometimes it follows the lyrics, but more often than not, the song is just a jumping point; whenever I hear Gary Newman’s “Cars” for example, I always see the Landmark Theater in Peoria, 1980.  


Back in the day, I was a big fan of The Pet Shop Boys; their song “Being Boring” is still one of my all-time favorite singles.  Unlike most of their hits, Being Boring had a somber tone, a ballad about the past that required repeated listenings to be fully understood.  The song, itself, tells of how people change as they grow older; their dreams fade, values blur, their friends slowly disappear.   The story opens in the 20s, before moving on to the 1970s; it closes around 1996, where many people are “missing.”  


Being Boring is by far the most touching piece about AIDS I have ever heard.  And the video it triggers is so gut-wrenchingly sad, only the spectacle of the clubs can distract my imagination.


It gives it something to focus on.

Five-A Detective With Baggage

When I was growing up, I liked to draw cartoons. I think it started when I was around seven years old, when I used crayons to draw a city on pieces of paper the size of posterboard. I remember that picture well; it was a small Midwestern town, and each section had a business on it; I had lined all the drawings across the living room carpet, as though each building was located right next to the other, along the same street.

Once I was old enough for school, I enjoyed illustrating stories as much as I did writing them.  I drew my first picture of the elevator in a 3rd grade creative writing assignment, and I actually made it three-dimensional: a box with doors and thrusters on the bottom like Star Trek.  By the time I was a Freshman, I had developed my own unique drawing style; my classroom notes had more doodles than pre-algebra problems, and friends would read my notebooks whenever they took them from me.  Back then, I kept to myself, drawing stories during lunch in study-hall; I honestly enjoyed the solitude, and it was easier to create new characters without hearing “faggot” over my shoulder in the lunchroom. 

Man, I could draw-  

And I did it better than anyone else. 

But even the best cartoons can suck without a story that fits its characters.

Don’t forget how “Dallas” fell apart towards the end…


Six-Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close 


What’s the saddest you’ve ever been?


A few years back, I received an emergency call at work.  A family member had taken her own life, a month after she miscarried.  Even without a baby, she fell into postpartum depression, but none of us had any idea.  On getting the news, I quickly dropped work, bought plane tickets online, and flew 2100 miles to sit with a grieving family in what had now become a death house.  But that was the easy part.


Over the following week, most people thought I was an ass; I didn’t shed a tear at the wake, the funeral, or even the burial.  They were wrong, of course…I did cry ONCE, but I was alone in the shower, so no one ever knew.  (I had just learned my trip was extended to seven days, rather than my intended five.)  I had no right to complain; family duty far outweighed my own situation.  During those last two days, it was all I could do just to keep myself together.  Chin up, chest out-


Shh, No Talking.


The dirty little secret was that the whole death pissed me off.  Unlike an easy passing like cancer, suicide happens suddenly, allowing no time to prepare.  It is the single worst thing a person can do to their loved ones, and the act is so selfish, most families can survive it only once.  For that reason, I had to change my own plans.  I love my family too much to ever put them through that again.


So, now I’m trapped…


Seven-The One Armed Man 


When I think about the men I’ve been with in my life, I lost count eleven years ago.  If I had to guess a total today, I’d say, realistically, around two hundred & fifty, give or take 15 in either direction, for those nights I was really wasted. Compared to some gay men I’ve met over the years, my belt has hardly been notched; I know a few guys who were over a thousand, by the time they hit their thirties. 


 I also have some straight friends who can count their sexual partners on a single hand; I don’t know if I should envy their commitment, or pity their boring sex-life. I sure as hell couldn’t stay with the same person forever; I can hardly walk through a public place without seeing an opportunity.


You know, there was this one guy I met, around 1996.  I remember I fell for him hard, after cruising him in a club.  I think we went out twice, but my own drunk-dialing killed even the slightest chance of friendship.  I thought infatuations were supposed to fade over time, you know?  But I still think about him every day, and it took me a decade to figure out why.


The day that I finally stopped calling him wasn’t the first time the elevator opened-


It was the first time I actually got in.

Eight-Deleted Scenes


My sister was a wreck following her partner’s suicide.  When I arrived at her house (a Tudor built in the twenties), I found her curled in a ball in the bedroom; I had no words to console her…my presence was all I could offer.  The mourners came & went.  The house was full, but quiet.  In the days that followed, I always stayed close to the kitchen; I ran the buffet, made sure the coffee was fresh, and I played a radio softly in an effort to break the silence.  I created an oasis: a room with noise.


The silence in that house was deafening.


I’d always envied my sister.  Unlike me, she stayed in school for years, maintaing 4.0’s while aquiring her degrees on sports scholarships. Though we didn’t talk much in our twenties, she was always the one who had her shit together; if she hadn’t ruptured her Achilles during a particularly intense basketball game, her Masters would have landed her a job with The Bulls, rather than all those actuary tests.  The two of us have always been as different as night & day.  In hindsight, maybe that’s why we’ve never been that close.


When my sister’s partner had announced their pregnancy, I sent them a card shaped like a champagne bottle (the closest I could find to a turkey baster).  After a few ill-chosen girlfriends, my sister had finally found her soul-mate, and now they were pregnant, my folks would finally have the grandchild they always wanted.  When describing our family to friends, I joked: “Mother has a daughter to shop with, Father has a son to watch football with.  Just not in that particular order.”  Fuck, we put my parents through hell, but in the end, I always knew my sister would be the one who came through for them.  Between the two of us, she had always been stronger than me-


Or at least that’s how I felt before the phone call…



Nine-The Cigarette-Smoking Man


I love when people notice how good my boots look.  And when I say “look,” I don’t mean “style”…they’re referring to my boots’ condition, and the way that despite being older, they still SHINE like brand new.  


They’re cheap boots, really…I’ve never spent more than $70 on a pair.  I prefer the Skecher’s “logger” model, black in color, upper-ankle length, a ribbon of beige in the heel, with a hint of white stitching on the sole.  I’ve been wearing that style for over eleven years, and like many men, I know what looks good on me, and tend to buy the same thing when an old pair wears out.  I guess it’s hard to change when you find something you really like.


Keeping my old boots new has always been a challenge.  I polish them regularly, of course, but they need to be periodically scrubbed with saddle soap & water, and allowed to sit until dry.  After that, I hit them two or three times with leather dye, using Q-Tips in the corners, to avoid staining the stitching.  Another day passes while I wait for the dye to set, and once the boots are ready, I polish them twice with Kiwi Parade Gloss.  I then buff them with a brush, and finish with a fresh pair of laces.  


Done.  


They look as good as the day I found them.


With a little effort, a pair of black boots can last for years…


Ten-The One There From the Very Beginning


Everyone I’ve met, I’ve met for a reason.


It’s almost like my life has had a prerecorded path, and like characters in a story, each person I’ve met has played a very specific role.


The “primary” characters have been with me the longest, like parents & relatives, siblings, & lifelong friends; these are the people who were always there for me, solid, dependable, and very much loved.  The “secondary” characters would be those I only knew briefly…aquaintances, neighbors, coworkers, & short-term friends who were around for just a few months or years.  I’ve also crossed many “stock” & “throwaway” characters, tricks I only vaguely remember, men whose names were irrelivant as long as they took me home.  


But it took eleven years for me  to realize throwaways were as important as primaries.  Their roles may have been brief, but they were characters living their own, individual stories. 


I was wrong to use them as I did.  


I’d do anything to travel back in time and make ammends for my behavior.


Especially to those people I’d mistaken for throwaways…

Part Two-A Potential to Kill

Eleven-The City That Never Sleeps 

How strong is your imagination?


Is it as active in adulthood as it was when you were young?


And when I say imagination, I’m not talking about the usual suspects...photographers, writers, cartoonists, theater-guys.  I’m referring to the average Joes that we all see every day: the waiters, the college students, the policemen on the street.  I’m thinking of the old ladies at church who’ve embraced the modern world; I’m thinking of the big-brown truck drivers who read books on their breaks, in between running parcels. 


A strong imagination is the perfect place to escape, and just because a person might not have a “creative” job doesn’t mean they don’t daydream to get through the stress of the day.  I guess when it comes down to it, we’re all pretty much the same people in that regard.  We each have our own individual ways to cope, just in different degrees. 


But imagination’s not always a positive thing, especially when it’s a shelter to hide from genuine grief.  When used in that capacity, it’s an addiction as devious as alcoholism, only harder to overcome because its bottle is internal.  In a way, it’s just like cancer, eating out our guts before finally reaching the skin.  By the time it’s visible in the mirror, it’s become part of our reflection.  We’ve been changed by grief, distorted by living with sadness.  And it fills us with rage because it happened so gradually, the people in our lives just assume we’ve always been that way- 


Always that mean-


Always that drunk-


Always talking to myself-


And always, always wanting to atone for a night eleven years ago that was just to sad to imagine…



Twelve-In Cold Blood


Way back in 93’, I met a man named Michael. I met him while cruising a bar of course, on one of my first trips to the real city.  Michael & I clicked immediately; he had my Imagination, and our senses of humor were so much the same, he’d finish my sentences before I did.  He actually made a game of it.  He knew exactly what I was from the very start.


I never really dated Michael, but I saw him many times. I loved just sitting and listening to him talk; his words were perfect, almost scripted.  My favorite “Michael story” involved the time he owned a bar and hosted one of the area’s first Rocky Horror Picture Show parties.  He described in detail having to throw out a drunk while dressed as Dr. Frank-N-Furter, chasing the man into the parking lot, yelling like a taxi driver.  After the drunk was gone, Michael realized he was left standing outside the club wearing nothing but a teddy, fishnets, and woman’s stilettos.  Passerby from the straight bars stared, pointed, and laughed, but Michael didn’t give a shit-


He gave them the finger instead.


We eventually spent the night together, but there wasn’t any sex.   And I guess that’s why I fell for him as hard as I did…we connected through words, and that’s where I’m most comfortable.


But though I was young, I wasn’t an idiot; there was something inconsistent with Michael, a gap between his over-the-top zest for life, and the Spartan way he kept his apartment.  There was something “broken” about him, a sadness behind his voice, but when I pressed the issue, our friendship hit a wall and pretty much ended after that.  Yeah, there were a few phone calls here & there, but the Michael on the phone had become a completely different character.  Michael died within the year, and though I didn’t realize it at the time, his death had affected me greatly.


You know, now that I think about it, maybe THAT was the first time I used the elevator.


I really can’t be certain, though-


At the time, I was too drunk to remember…

Thirteen-The Thursday Next


About eight years ago, I met a man named Don.


I met him while cruising a bar, of course, but do I even need to say that anymore?


I met Don in Phoenix, after leaving Chicago in 1999, and though we didn’t click right away, we started talking because he played Depeche Mode’s “Master and Servant” on the jukebox, catching my interest.  One thing led to another, and before I knew it, we were discussing the leather scene.


Don was an experienced “bottom;” he got off on being a slave.  Though my own experience was limited to bondage-games, we had enough in common sexually to stay together for two years.  But we weren’t a healthy couple, and Don’s alcoholism made ME look sober.  When it came time to break up, Don was devastated to learn that I never really loved him.  He went on a three-year drinking binge, damaging his already-frail health.


Though I claimed it was for experience, the cold-honest truth is that I dated Don because he had HIV.  I knew this from the moment I met him, and it provided the perfect reason to keep sex “unemotional,” and limited to role-playing.  At the time, I didn’t think twice about using him; I wanted to know if I had the guts, to actually commit to a positive.


I guess it was a success, though the gravity of what I did didn’t hit me until many years later.  I used Don.  Destroyed him, even.  


And for what purpose-


(My God.)


How did I become such a MONSTER?

Fourteen-The Philadelphia Story


Do you realize that every child born after 1982 has never known a world without AIDS?  Think about that: every kid raised in the past twenty years has been taught about HIV in health class. Back in 1980, it didn’t matter if you were straight or gay; with the ease the virus spread, everyone was sure to be infected by the time Regan left office. 

The early days of AIDS were a particularly awful time, especially when Rock Hudson made the cover of Newsweek, and the Cocktail was still a good ten years away.  From 82’-87,’ the disease ravaged big-city gay scenes, with stories of horrible deaths that started on the coasts before moving to small town Midwest.  In isolated gay communities like Peoria, Illinois, the epidemic’s news was impossible to avoid.  Gay men liked to travel, and it only took a year before the first HIV cases were recorded at the local Health Department. By 1988, the cases had grown exponentially. 

With today’s powerful drugs, it’s easy to forget how many died twenty years ago.  A generation has passed now, and modern gays have the knowledge of those who lived before them.  Forgotten are the memories of the men who suffered lonely deaths, when medicine had yet to learn what the virus entailed.  And for a small-town faggot who was already afraid of the scene, it was all so sad, so incredibly sad…

(Pause.)

So when he told me he was positive, it’s no wonder he had to tell me twice.


Fifteen-Previously on Dallas


With lowered inhibitions, drinking brings out risky behavior.  Drunk driving is by far the worst, and I’ve learned first-hand how a DUI brings humiliating repercussions.  But functional alcoholism has its own set of behaviors, and though not as damaging with the law, these acts are dangerous in their own specific ways.  Drunk dialing is one of these issues-  


My biggest problem has always been drunk writing.


(Pause.)


I’m a writer.  


I’ve ALWAYS been a writer.  


And like many writers, it took me many, many years before I finally found my confidence, and later, my voice.  Though I often mangle words when speaking, I’ve always been able to word-process; I have clarity at the computer, precision, SpellCheck. 


But I’ve always lacked confidence.  Sure, I can spin a good yarn, but there always comes a point where I doubt myself, never reaching the end of a story.  I get trapped in the editing, the rethinking, the reworking; there are times when I mince my words so much, I sometimes forget who my target audience really is.    


(Pause.)


And after a couple glasses of whiskey, I completely forget how dangerous that combination can actually be…




Sixteen-The Jeenie in the Bottle


I couldn’t survive without my imagination.


It’s as crucial to keeping me alive as my blood, my head, my heart.


My imagination’s a lot like a DVR in the way it archives memories; it records my life with vivid, crystal-clarity, including all emotions tied to real events.  It’s almost a diary, stocked like a Blockbuster Video, with aisles of recordings that start with my earliest recollections.  The shelves are clean & orderly, organized by event & emotional impact, and their subjects are prominently labeled: Fiction, Drama, Comedy, Real Life, and in a guarded, segregated corner, Blooper Reels.


Blooper Reels.


Though funny-sounding on the surface, those reels can often be dangerous.  As I said, they’re recorded to the last palpability, and most are unedited, & free of self-delusion.  The Bloopers include my DUI, and the tricks that I met which ended very badly.  Most importantly, those recordings house my near-misses, the men whose paths I wanted to cross, but never got to know because drinking pushed them away.


I guess it would be easier, if the shelves didn’t mirror my conscience.  They have too many videos that are labeled “Uncensored,” and though I try to forget those particular titles, they’re often played on the in-house TV while I browse for inspiration.  The cold-honest truth is that the best ideas come from my imagination’s most defended places; the only way to erase the tapes is to watch them a final time.


And the uncensored tapes, the saddest of them all, must always be viewed when sober…


Seventeen-A Series of Unfortunate Events


What’s the saddest you’ve ever been?


And if you’re really able to answer that question, tell me this: how did you face it?  Did you lean on other people or tough it out yourself?  Did you cry?  Hold it together?  Take a drink?  A pill?  A cocktail with a cocktail?


Did you ever use, then throw away a trick?


All of us cope with sadness in very different ways.  How we cope depends on our character, and most importantly, our own individual stories.  Sadness drives us covertly, often forcing us to react with violent emotion we’ve kept inside for years.  At some point though, we ALL must react the same, and that starts by finding a way to share our story with another.


But that’s not always easy.


Some things are so sad, we dance around the truth; we fear upsetting our confidants, and as most sadness comes from loss, losing an audience compounds the situation.  We find ourselves in a Catch-22, where we’ll be left alone no matter what we do.  So we compromise the story.  Create others to excuse the blame.  We dilute the issue with so many spinning plates, even the observer gets injured when it all crashes down.  But that crash is inevitable.  The truth, unavoidable.  And the relief we feel when the truth is in the open can be a double-edged sword, leaving only the strongest standing in the aftermath.


We might not like what’s left behind-


But we ALL must learn to live with it.


Eighteen-The Rabbit in the Hat

We live in a PC world.

And when I say PC, I’m referring to “personal computer”…Microsoft, Windows, systems that easily network. We’ve all grown up with PCs’, and they’re such a part of our lives that we’re almost computers, ourselves.  I mean, think about it, really.  We all run the same operating system.  We all process information in the exact same way.  We all use the same software, share the same files, play the same games, install the same firewalls, and try our best to protect ourselves from viruses designed specifically for PC.  Aside from different housings, we are all, exactly, the same.

But what if you were a Mac?

How would you function in a world that was dominated by PCs?

I mean sure, Macs have always been the “creative man’s” computer, and to my knowledge no Windows malware has ever corrupted Apple’s OSX.  (“X” is pronounced ten, btw.)  And as far as those Mac-&-PC-Guy-commercials are concerned, I can tell you right now that I’ve never had a problem running Windows-designed software on my Mac’s “Virtual PC” program.

(Pause.)

I will admit though, that Mac’s earlier versions weren’t nearly as good as its present ones.

Especially with the games…


Nineteen-Who Shot JR


I was lying on the ground like a fallen, injured ice skater; I was dirty, hung over, and by now so completely used to such things, I was actually excited by the morning-after’s shaking:  DT’s meant “detoxing,” and detoxification meant I had survived another night.  And with each and every heartbeat, my head pressed against the floor, and when I finally found the strength to push up and to the side, my tears were so thick, they had pooled around my mouth-


I relished their salty taste- 


How’s that for sick?


<eg>


There was a time when I once had potential, a time when I didn’t use friends as a means to an end.  There was a time when I genuinely cared about other people, a time, long ago, when I listened, rather than sized-up.  But again, “long ago” is the key phrase in that sentence, and “time” would be the time that I’ve tried so hard to forget.  And when I stumbled into the elevator on THAT particular morning, I had smashed the mirror into pieces, before blacking out as the doors shuddered closed.


(Pause.)


And I guess that’s where this all really got started, you know?


And I thought I was writing about the loss of a muse, but to be honest, I’ve never had the courage to see “Goodbye to Beekman Place” to conclusion.  I’ll admit, there’s a certain degree of comfort in a story that never ends, and there’s nothing more frustrating than a reader’s negative reaction, especially when they take the time to write their concerns down on paper.  Even worse is the possibility a reader might have good things to say; especially if they really “get it,” and they figure out what I’m doing before I actually know, myself. 


(Pause.)


And I just don’t understand why I get so scared about it, you know?


I mean, what harm can a little positive feedback causMMMMMPH!

Twenty-The Season Finale


So…going back to what I was saying last chapter-

Before I got distracted?  When I was talking about shattering the mirror?  I think I hit it.  The mirror, I mean.  Oh…and I already mentioned that all the elevators have mirrors, remember?  Back in Chapter Two?  When Colby first met Frankie in Beekman Place?  


(Pause.)  


Yeah, I did.  I just flipped back and checked. 


You know, maybe I should have mentioned that more than once.  I’ll make a note to fix that in my next rewrite.  So, anyway…this is what I was going to say about the mirror:


(Ahem.)

I don’t remember how it happened, but when I woke, each shard had a different reflection; there were so many people looking back at me that, like broken glass, it hurt to even touch them.  But it had to be done, in order to restore the whole.  It was crucial to find the one point of IMPACT, that moment the mirror had been shattered, releasing it from restraint.


So slowly, carefully, I pieced it all back together.


And I saw my reflection.


But the cracks had made it blurry…


Part Three-A City Boy at Heart


Twenty-One, The Jenga Tower 


When the elevator finally crashed, I decided to kill myself.


And it’s NOT what you’re thinking…I didn’t buy a gun, gather any pills, shove an exhaust hose up my ass, and NO, I wasn’t planning to tie one last one on in Chicago before throwing myself off a skyscraper.  


(In a tux, of course.) 


 No…all I did was make the decision. I “accepted” it in my mind.  I wasn’t thinking HOW, I wasn’t thinking WHEN; the only thing I gave any thought was that it couldn’t be done while my parents were still around.  They’d be devastated.  And devastation was the reason suicide even seemed an option.


(Silence.)


By knowing my life would be over soon, I’d been given the strength to live for the moment.  I’ve trained myself to compartmentalize emotion, and I can be whoever I need to be, to survive any situation.  Now, I’m NOT talkin’ “Sybil” here; a fractured man, I’ll give you, but not enough to remove myself from reality.  Yeah, I’ll admit, I’m imaginative in moments of crisis.  But no matter how bad things get, I’m a singular, steady, stoic individual.


Sybil was weak-  


I am not.


And when any story is over, only the strongest characters are left behind.


Twenty-Two, Fifty-Six Minutes


There are many different types of grief, and the worst type of all is loneliness.


Loneliness is the inability to connect with other people, and when it goes on for years, it becomes in itself, a sort of self-defeating isolation.  Grieving people, lonely people, isolated people…they’re all the same.  Each “type” reinforces the other, becoming, over time, a barrier that prevents any connection at all, compounding the situation with sociopathy.  Again, it’s a Catch-22, and once it starts, it’s nearly impossible to stop; no one wants to connect with a sociopath, for fear that they may see the familiar.


Silence.


But grieving or not, lonely people are still…people.


And as birds of a feather tend to flock together, lonely people are no different…they’re drawn to others like them, reaching for what’s perceived as familiar.  But again…Catch-22; even a lonely person has limits, and can tell when another’s bad news.  And to make matters worse, even THAT’s a Catch-22, especially when the sociopath is thinking the very same thing-


Silence.


It all makes a giant circle, a Tower’s sphere, a Clockwork Orange-


And we all know how that particular story turned out…



Twenty-Three, Structural Failure


I scare people.


<eg>


And though I typically do it knowingly, more often than not, it just sort of “happens,” inadvertently when I talk, a Freudian slip when I accidentally hit “send” before proofreading an email.  
And the story of how it happened is enough to fill a book, but for the sake of tying things together, I need to mention faith.


(Ahem.)


Yeah…I said FAITH.

And I’m not talkin’ “religious” faith (although many people see it that way), but the faith that we each have deep within ourselves, the strength to get out of bed each morning, the courage to face the day.


My own faith is rooted in memory, and though I have many regrets, I wouldn’t change a thing.  By now I figure that probably sounds surprising, but it’s the Gods-honest truth; “everyone I’ve met, I met for a reason.”  And I say that because if it weren’t for the people I remember from my past, I never would have realized that my biggest regret was also my greatest fear…


(Ahem.)


Yeah…I said FEAR.


And I never would have found the words to face that fear, even if I scared a few people in the process.  And that includes myself, by the way-


(AGGH-HEMMMMMMM!)


Excuse me, but I have to cough…


Twenty-Four, Windows on the World


So, I was reading Wikipedia, looking for information on “cutting,” or “self mutilation.”  I found a sizable story on the subject, and in true Wikipedia-fashion, every reference was interconnected.  I scrolled passed the expected stuff…anorexia, bulimia, OCD & alcohol abuse, before noticing a link to something called “BPD,” in relation to all of the above.


I clicked on it.


And when the page loaded, I couldn’t help but smile…


Borderline Personality Disorder includes (but is not limited to) the following symptoms:


1. “Pervasive instability in mood”

2. “Extreme black & white thinking, or ‘splitting’”


3. “Chaotic & unstable interpersonal relationships, self-image, identity, and behavior”


4. “Disturbances in an individual’s sense of self, and in extreme cases, dissociation.”

The article went on to offer explanations why BPD develops, but as it hit too close to home, I couldn’t finish reading.  I stopped once I recognized the “typical symptoms” of BPD; I didn’t just match a few items on the list…I hit the whole thing out of the ballpark!


Sigh…


Kinda’ puts it all in perspective, doesn’t it?


Twenty-Five, Conspiracy Theories


What’s the saddest story you’ve ever heard?


Is it about a bridge in Madison County?  A walk to Cold Mountain?  An atonement for a mistake made many, many years ago?  Words are important, and with all that’s been written over the years, there’s no such thing as an “original idea” anymore; every story, every plot, every character has already been done, and usually in a far-better way.


But sad stories in particular all follow the same format:  Boy meets girl (or visa-versa), the two fall in love over a brief period of time (days, weeks, no more than a month), then…BAM (or SQUISH, or “Hey, LOOK…there’s a WAR!”), the pair gets separated, and the rest of the book/film is spent with one searching for the other, longing for him/her, reaching for him/her, and fantasizing about what his/her life will finally be like when he/she is reunited with him/her, the love of his/her life…or at least until he/she looks down and notices a growing circle of blood.  GULP…get the tissues!  And dig a hole in the garden just below the nursery window…


Of course, no one ever mentions how CREEPY those stories really are.  


If a sad story happened in real life, the police would be called in a second.  Can you say “stalker?”  “Restraining order?”  “Drunken, one-sided, BPD infatuation?” “You say you still remember me after all these years have passed?  Fuck that SHIT!  I don’t care if you wrote a book about it!  Get the fuck outt’a here!”


I wonder where Stephen King’s psychiatrist would be saying to him today had his wife never rescued Carrie from the trash?  I wouldn’t know anything about that myself, of course…


My last shrink was a quack.


Part Four-Night Falls on Old Peoria


Twenty-Six, It Always Starts With a Kidnapping (Revised)


I hate being old. 


I hate waking up and farting as soon as I get out of bed in the morning, and I hate how puffy my face looks in the bathroom mirror, when I pick the crust from the corners of my eyes.  I hate having to sometimes take the stairs one at a time when I first come down to the kitchen, and I hate when the sunrise catches my reflection in the living room TV just right, reminding me to stand up straight and stop slouching like an old woman. 


I really hate how my first cup of coffee always makes me shit.

When I was younger, my family said I resembled my father when he was my age. “You’ve got your Dad’s eyes & hair color,” they said, “and when you smile, your dimples fold the same way his did…you’ve got his cheek bones.”  I’ll admit, there are times when I see Father’s face looking back at me in the mirror, but I don’t see a thirty-eight year old man anymore; I see his reflection as he is right now, a man in his sixties who is approaching the later phases of life. 

But at least, he made it to sixty…


Twenty-Seven, The Second Tower


 I’m not one of those alcoholics who defends himself by saying “I can quit whenever I want to.” Sadness as deep as mine cannot be discussed with others. Music inspires my imagination. When I think about the men I’ve been with in my life, I lost count eleven years ago.  With a little effort, a pair of black books can last for years.  Everyone I’ve met, I’ve met for a reason.  How strong is your imagination?  How did I become such a monster?  I’ve always lacked confidence.  I couldn’t survive without my imagination.  I don’t remember how it happened, but when I woke, each shard had a different reflection.  By knowing my life would be over soon, I’d been given the strength to live for the moment.  There are many types of grief, and the worst type of all is loneliness-  


I scare people…


“Wanna know how I got my scars?”


<eg>


Kinda’ puts it all in perspective, doesn’t it?


Silence.


Are you ready to tell me what’s the saddest you’ve ever been?


Because I’m almost ready to tell you what was…


…mine.

Twenty-Eight, Reflecting Absence


In 1996, I met a man who awoke my imagination.


He woke it accidentally, but my drinking & immaturity ruined even the slightest chance of friendship with him.  Eleven years have passed since the last time that we spoke.  Not a day goes by when he doesn’t cross my mind, but as I never got to really know him, it’s selfish of me to imagine how he’s changed.  I haven’t the right.  It’s not my business to even go there.  


It would take a solid decade before I finally saw the mirror with clarity. I realized I had been searching for that man for years; NOT the man himself, but the moments of inspiration I felt when I was with him.  He was my muse, but like so many others-


I threw him away.


It was with him where this story began, and with its end, his memory must follow.  No matter how intense a moment of creative impact, inspiration can’t continue on the memory of a muse alone. Creativity is promiscuous. It will find another host.  And though my own muse is lost, his words will be with me always, speaking in the background with every word that I write, every story that I tell-


(Silence.)


I remember he used to pause when he talked-


I remember that each sentence was followed by silence-


…And the moments of silence in between what is spoken often carry more impact than the importance of words, themselves.


Twenty-Nine, Ground Zero


(The entire chapter is a single-page monologue.)


I was drunk.  I was always drunk in those days.


I was in a bar called “The Red Fox Den,” a hideaway known to locals as the “Dead Fox Den,” because it catered to an older clientele.  Most guys my age cruised “The Quench Room” or the “Club Peorian,” but I was already concerned of my growing reputation, and with my libido’s mood that night, I felt the Fox offered the greatest possibilities.


I remember talking to some guy…an old daddy-dude, the best I thought I could do on that night…but he had lost his interest in me, paying his tab and leaving me alone.  Such things were common for me at that time, and I quickly reset, scanning the bar as closing time neared.


And then I saw Chris.


I remember he was sitting by the corner.  I don’t know if he had noticed me earlier, or if like myself, Chris had lost that night’s companion. He got up and came over.  I don’t remember our conversation, but I know we got food, and exchanged phone numbers in my car.  I remember Chris laughed, when I wrote my number on a psychiatrist’s receipt.


The next few weeks are a blur.  I remember eating at the Olive Garden, which he said was his favorite restaurant.  I remember driving through an alley behind his house, where we made fun of a discarded picture made from macaroni.  I also remember having dinner at a different Italian place, which was where Chris leaned in close to me, to tell me he had HIV… 


…I remember he had to tell me twice. 


I knew Chris for only one month.  We were friends mostly, but I definitely wanted more.  To be perfectly honest, that whole time is still a blur; I remember little flashes…old house, caged dogs in the kitchen, a pair of lava lights, a leather jacket on the back of a chair, but when it comes to Chris himself, the only reason I even know what he looked like is because I drew him two cartoons during that time, the second one better than the first.  Far better, in fact-


And I also started writing a book.


For as vivid as my memory is, my recollection of that month is fractured, at best.  I remember almost nothing about the way I forced myself on Chris, calling him repeatedly, stalking him in the bars.  There was one night in particular when I was so staggering drunk, I left him no choice but to take me home, to spend the night.  We didn’t have sex…I passed out the moment my head hit the pillow, but I remember holding him close, absorbing the heat from his back.  And then he was gone…


By now you know what happened in the decade after that…sex, booze, & increasingly-dangerous behavior; I had a couple HIV scares myself, but by some act of God, they turned out okay.  Occasionally, I sobered up long enough to continue my book, but I was never able to finish; each incomplete draft usually marked a year-long bender, a cycle that was repeated too many times to count.  Somewhere in the process, I genuinely became a monster, and like any shattered BPD/DID patient, I drank as a means to hold it all together.  Alcohol was the only way I could face the man in the mirror.  And on the mornings following those particularly heavy benders, it was also the only way I could see that man with clarity, and every time, every single goddamn time, I always saw Chris in the background.


You know, it wasn’t until I had written this very draft that I finally realized I had fallen in love with Chris.  He didn’t love me back of course, but I refused to acknowledge that.  And that refusal became an obsession with “a moment of silence,” and ultimately the reason I couldn’t bring the story to an end.  But the story DID end when its characters became self-aware; I had rewritten Goodbye to Beekman Place so many times, the words were actually reaching out to me, begging me to stop this, tricking me into facing my own biggest fear…


And when I DID face that fear, it wasn’t infatuation with a muse.  And it wasn’t regret over wasting my potential.  And it wasn’t guilt from disappointing my parents, the embarrassment of being a drunk, or the shame over a lifestyle that most people find uncomfortable…


And it almost brought me to tears when I realized it had been right there in front of me, not just for eleven years, but from the very, very beginning, long before I ever met Chris…

…I had always, always been afraid of the boy.


Epilogue  Prologue


Goodbye to Beekman Place  Welcome to Beekman Place

Who am I?


When I look in the mirror, my reflection’s never the same.


Sometimes I see a monster.  


Sometimes I see a stud.



Sometimes I see a middle-aged man; sometimes a boy, struggling for control.


There are times when I just see a “thing” looking back, and when it nods its head, I sometimes nod back.  Over the last eleven years, that thing’s grown hardened by regret…drinking, smoking, losing count of anonymous tricks, and trying desperately…and hopelessly…to find inspiration in another.  But no matter what reflection looks back, the one thing I always see is the fear of true identity, a male by default with the emotion of a woman.  


Who am I? 


I’ve been pointing at you all along.


I do my best writing in the morning when I’m hung over, and sometimes when I type, my fingers leave hair in the keyboard.  I’m excitable, I’m irritable, and when I cry, I heave in spasms. I’m the single sense of urgency that holds it all together, and without me…well…let’s just say that things wouldn’t have gotten quite so complicated…   


C’mon, now…WHO am I?


Fuck “Shh, No Talking”…just say the words out loud!


<eg>


Because I’ve gotta tell ya’, after doing all the talking myself, well…


…I just feel like a total dick.

