Running

Ready

The spark of fire, barely sparkling in the dimly, dusk-like room, caught the corner of his eye and startled him into ducking as the torch flew by just inches from his head.  Cole could feel his heart accelerate its beating to match the speed of the swinging acolyte torch, so he closed his eyes, concentrating to calm himself.  Then another swoosh, this time stronger and close to his nose.  The smoke invaded his ears, and even as he opened his eyes he could feel the fire-air’s forked tongue tease his nose. He gulped the air burnt by the tiny sparks, trying to get some oxygen back to his mind.  


Damn Bronson.  When had his cousin got so tall, and when had he gotten so weird?  He’d only seen pictures of his cousin before, their families didn’t keep in touch to intensly, but he never seemed to tower in the yearly holiday Polaroid.  In turned out that Bronson was two years younger but two feet taller; his girlfriend Brenna was equally as tall.   They were so adorable in their six foot six love, so adorable and so damn annoying.  All caught up in each other, staring into each other’s eyes, stroking each other’s perfectly trimmed hair, clinging to each other, white sticharion swirling around white sticharion.  But Cole could see jeans peeking under those robes.  And couldn’t they tell he was trying to watch this thing on TV?  He tugged on his gray undershirt in frustration.


Cole had never heard of this TV program, and he probably wouldn’t have bothered watching it, but here he was at his cousin’s and he didn’t know what else he could do.  His parents were vacationing in Europe to try to reconnect with each other, so Cold was stuck at this uncle’s house that he’d only talk to a time or two in his life, and even those conversations took place over the phone.


The first six minutes so far seemed to have a largely documentary style.  Some man in a navy blue business suit was talking.  His suit looked nondescript, JC Penny’s in origin.  The buttons caught Cole’s attention because they were golden in color but didn’t shine.  Probably plastic.  The cuffs and corners were quite trim thought, no sign of fraying.  The sleeves came down a bit too far.  Just a bit.   All in all, Cole figured, the suit reeked of mediocrity.  If it’d been worse, the man would have been a used car salesman.  If it’d been better, he would have been an old money aristocrat.  Cole had seen all types, working at Pyler’s, the men’s apparel store downtown.  As it was, the man was not selling used cars nor having his servant drive him around in a brand new classy model of one – he was babbling at Cole through the TV screen, babbling with eyebrows raised, forehead furrowed and eyes sincere.


A thwump came at the end of the next swoosh.  Cole, knocked over on the couch, curled up for a second, hands covering his head.  He clenched his eyes shut, white and red flashed across the back of his eyelids.  Slowly he sat back up.  What was wrong with those kids?  Why couldn’t they just sit down and watch the show?  And if they had to dance, why did they have to twirl so close to Cole?  A claustrophobic could happily spend the rest of his life in this high vaulted room, with walls a shout across.  It was devoid of all decoration and furniture, save the wide screen TV on the far wall, this old orange-plaid couch and a little table over at the corner of the left wall.  Could they be targeting Cole?  Yet they seemed too distracted to be purposely seeking him out.


Cole turned his throbbing head back to the screen.  The blue-suited man had momentarily ceased talking, but now he started again.  


“We are all tired of outside forces controlling our lives.  And we should be.  We should not put up with it.  Our government should be for the people, not strangling the people.  A capitalistic economy should be laisse-faire, not fingered by the government at every single turn.  Do we need all this outside involvement?  Must we be brainless Pinocchio’s, stiffly dancing to whatever tune politicians and big business feel like playing?  NO.  Should we let co-workers, friends, relatives, lovers tell us what to do with our lives?  Pressure us into doing things we hate?  NO.  Should we let a god that doesn’t exist – or, if he does exist, a god who doesn’t care - set out commandments written thousands of years ago that have no application to life today?  Should some teacher take her personal problems out on an innocent student, damaging for years?  Then why do we allow this?


What we need is freedom.  What we need is personal choice.  You are smart enough to make your own decisions.”


The man paused.  Cole nodded his head.  Of course he’d thought these same things himself, being an American teenager.  But so what?  Why was this man saying this?  What did he want?


“And I want us all to be able to make our own decisions.  What is the point of being an individual if you cannot be your own individual?”


Again Cole nodded, and then the man spewed an array of facts, info-graphs and charts giving concrete evidence about American society, the inner workings of the government, how decisions in big business are made.  He expanded on how different Americans are affected by institutions according to their economic situation, political machines, religious influences, societal pressures.  He used historical examples, personal accounts from various interviewees, excerpts from different genres of entertainment.  Cole found himself becoming more and more wrapped up in what the man was saying, even though the presentation was by no means showy, special effects of anytime almost absent.  He could relate to the examples; everything the man said struck a chord with him.  He’d had thoughts like that for a long time, of course, but they were never completely formed, only half-emerged from his subconscious, so he couldn’t entirely claim them.  But now he understood them to a fuller extent, knew how to talk about them; they were his.


Thwack.  Sszzzzz.  HOLY SHIT, Cole tried to say but merely mouthed, heavy emphasis in his mind at least.  This hit was harder.  He was pissed.  And how could Bronson and Brenna still be dancing around?  


“Dammit, Bronson, what the hell?”


Bronson barely glanced his direction as he dipped Brenna with one hand, then brought her back up, his torch in his left hand swinging wildly the whole time.


“Bronson.  Watch where you’re going.  I’m trying to watch something.”


“Cole.  Apologize.” 
It was his uncle, standing over by the white table, but not leaning, as not to smudge the pure white tablecloth.


“What?”  Surely Cole hadn’t heard right.


“There’s no need to be rude to your cousin.  Are you finished watching TV?  Please do not leave electrical appliances on after you are done using them.”


“Uh, no; I mean, yeah, I’m still watching it.”


His uncle frowned.  Cole turned his attention back to the TV before his uncle insisted he apologize to Bronson for Bronson’s mistake, and to stop him from striding over and turning off the TV.


The man’s charts and graphs were now put away, and he’d moved to the other side of the screen.  “Of course, you have to be intelligent about it, be responsible, or you negate everything.”


The kids behind him nodded.  Cole noticed the kids for the first time.  They were sitting on the large carpeted steps behind him.  Mostly Cole’s age, some probably in high school though.  They were sorta fuzzy, out of focus.


“You can’t just rebel you know,” the man continued.  “It may sound exciting, daring – a revolutionary move – but if you really consider it, intelligently think it over, you will realize that that is the immature choice.  The escapist choice.  The choice of young children foolishly striving to impress their peers.  Someone who is educated, intelligent, mature – that sort of person… a person like you… would evaluate his options, then proceed to try to change the system by working with the system.  

And what we all must remember is that as a member of society we are part of a whole.  A unit with its own unique characteristics, thoughts, desires and actions, yes, but not a lonely unique unit, a unit that is part of something more.  What is the hand without the arm?  What is the arm without the body?  And what is the body with arms and hands?  Yes, we are our own person, entitled to particular responsibilities and rights, but we also have responsibilities and rights within the bigger whole.  The current system may need reforming, but we should work on reforming it with not just the individual but also the society in mind.  Reforming would benefit the whole, which, when you think it out logicially, is more important than just reforming to only fit you.  After all, if you reformed the entire system on a personal whim, how could you possibly know it was for the best?  It could be the best for you, yes, but would it be the best for everyone else?  Would it the best for your family?  You best friend?  Your significant other?  Have you thought of that yet?  What would your life be like without these important people?  Why would you ever want to do something that could harm them?

And would reforming the system actually be in your best interests?  This is a point most would-be revolutionaries and hapless rebels never bother to consider.  When you decide that you are so clever you can change the world for the better, do you ever stop to think maybe you do not know everything?  All the variables?  All in secret passageways, hidden rooms, old forgotten libraries of knowledge?  All the in-roads of insight?  Have you been everywhere?  Done everything?  

We used to believe the earth was flat.  People were persecuted, hanged and burnt for disagreeing.  Then Christopher Columbus sailed the ocean blue and with concrete evidence in hand we accepted the fact that it is spherical.  We used to think the sun and stars revolved around the Earth, now we know the Earth and other planets revolve around the sun.  So why do you think the world we live in now is one-dimensional?  Why do you think the sun revolves around you?  Have you ever misinterpreted someone’s words, misunderstood some passage of text, ever gotten anything wrong in your life?  If in fact you have, how can you assume that this time, the time when you plan to change not just your life but the lives of many others, people you know and people you don’t, you will be absolutely right?”


Cole leaned forward on the couch, elbows on knees and hands on chin, endeavoring to hear every syllable the man breathed.  He waited, slightly quivering; as the man took a sip of Dasani bottled water, and in that pause, noticed a girl on the front step. She had jet-black hair that barely brushed her shoulders, light blue eyes and a matching light blue shirt that said TCBY on the right pocket in embroidered block letters.  Just under that was a nametag reading “Cecania.”  She was sitting Indian-style, and her chin was also resting in her hands, her stare also locked on the blue-suited man.  He handed the bottled water to a boy in a green shirt on the third step and then continued.

“All of this begs the question, Does the system really need reforming?  Or are the faults in our lives?  Do they originate in our own selves, or possibly from bad interpersonal relationships – a friend who betrayed, a mother who scolded too harshly, a father who did not know how to be a dad?  Can we be so presumptuous to claim the problem exists in the system – especially when we claim so vehemently that we are our own person?  And we are our own person.  So why do we not take our own responsibility?

The thing is, it’s easier to blame problems on an abstract authority than search inside ourselves for the truth.  It’s easier to change something we don’t really understand in the first place than to try to change something we know and understand all too well.  It’s easier to strive against a problem that does not actually exist, and therefore feel no real pressure to solve it, then to grit your teeth and face the truth.  So maybe that’s what we should all do.  Gather our courage, gather our integrity, and look ourselves in the eye, and figure out what is really wrong with the world, what is really wrong with us.  If all parts of a whole work well, the whole will work well, not just for itself, but for its parts too.  In order to reach this goal, we will have to make some sacrifices, and understand its better to obey authority, realizing the authority exists for a reason, and that it derives from the collective decision of many intelligent individuals, not of the immature urges of one.  If we all understand this, and live by this, the system will be reformed, because we have been reformed.”


As the students behind him clapped, Cole tried to organize his thoughts.  At first when the man talked about the problems with society, Cole was in total agreement with him.  The last part his speech was more confusing, not trying to discern what his words meant, but in trying to discern how those words made Cole feel.  They made sense.  Cole just didn’t want them to make sense.  They made him queasy, in a vague sort of way.  But wasn’t that only in accordance with what the man said?  That you never wanted the problem you wanted to be you, but the system?  It made sense.  Too bad it was inarguable.  Too bad it was true.


On TV, the man was exiting the stage, with slow, purposeful steps.  The kids on the steps behind him were still clapping; their applause a gradual crescendo as a few of them even stood up, stern-faced and intently focused on the blue-suited man, following his steps with their eyes after he’d already left the frame of the television.  The volume of their applause continued to increase, and Cole was sure they couldn’t possibly clap harder or longer, when again - .


“What the hell is your problem, Bronson, fucking look where you’re going, dipshit!”  This time the torch hadn’t hit him but it’d come damn close, swung right in front of his face like earlier, the spark of fire catching his attention and anger just a second before the follow swish of air.  


“Cole.  What did I tell you.”  Each word dropped like a brick from his uncle’s mouth.  His uncle was still over by the table.  His cousin was still dancing.  The kids were still clapping.


“Didn’t you see that?  Bronson almost hit me with his torch!  I could have been knocked out!  The spark could have caught my hair on fire!”


“Let’s not be melodramatic now.”


Cole looked wildly from his careering cousin and his girlfriend to the uncle, then back to the couple, then back to the uncle.  “But –“


“Cole.  How many times do we have to tell you before you learn?  I don’t think words are enough for you to comprehend your lesson.”


“He already hit me twice.”


“Apologize.”


“If he’s not paying enough attention to know not to hit me with the torch he’s not going to hear my apology!”


“You would be doing yourself more of a credit if you would do the mature thing and take responsibility.  He lives here.  Just because we’re letting you stay here a couple days during your break, your cousin isn’t allowed to do what he normally does?”


“But he should be careful.”


“He’s dancing, he’s actually taking a break from his hard studies, and he has a job too you know.  Or would you know about having a job?  You’ve had everything handed to you.  Well Bronson takes responsibility, so he’s allowed a few minutes here and there to relax, to be carefree.  He does this by dancing.  Do you, one who doesn’t bother to take responsibility, want to impose your burdens upon him, the one chance he gets to relax a little?”


“He’s been dancing for, I swear, an hour – and I’m just trying to watch TV!”


“Oh, watching TV, that’s productive, that’s taking self-responsibility, isn’t it?  And now you’re correcting me, too, and swearing.  Shifting the blame on me, never yourself, never get the gumption to actually buckle down and apologize, to grow up a little.”


“Why should I have to apologize?”


“Because it’s your fault!” His uncle screamed.  He stepped closer to Cole.  Cole slid to the far side of the couch.  The uncle stepped closer.  “You know it’s your fault!”


What the hell was going on?


“Do you want to burn this whole house down?!” His uncle’s face was burning with rage, the blue beneath highlighting the crimson color.


“It’s not my torch, it’s Bronson’s!”  Cole’s exclamations were now high-pitched with fear, not anger and indignation.  


“You don’t want to build, you want to destroy, you don’t want to apologize you want to hurt, you don’t want to heal you want to kill, you don’t want to save yourself you want to burn!”


Cole backed up the couch and stood behind the side arm, some detached part of his mind wondered if the uncle was accusing him or ordering him.  “It wasn’t my fault,” he choked out, sliding down to the floor.


His took slow steps, but somehow managed to suddenly be right on top of Cole’s cowering form.  “You must accept responsibility.”


Glancing from his blue-suited uncle to the walls of the room behind him, Cole’s fear-ridden eyes watched the long, tall walls push backwards, retreat further and further away, fading to reveal dry, dirty smog-filled streets in the industrial section of some city.  And elevator over in the western corner steadily rose and fell, seemingly from the depths of a subterranean edifice.  Then it rose two stories above ground, but the strangest thing was that while Cole could barely discern the elevator door facing the adjacent building, the wall on the opposite side was not present – it was open to the city outside.

Two drops of sweat fell in front of the elevator, close to Cole’s nose, and he retraced their movements upwards, back to the fuming face of the uncle.  “Take.  Responsibility,” he said, the words as final as death.  

Cole barely heard him.  He wondered if the television was still there.  If it still existed.  He turned his head – it was there.  The navy blue suited man was back. He nodded, “Take responsibility.  The problem is you, not the system.  Don’t be an escapist.  Don’t be foolish, immature.  Reform yourself.  Face it, or face the consequence.”  The kids were still behind him, now silent..

“Reform yourself,” the uncle uttered, as if each word were a dagger painful to say and aimed at Cole.  

Cole looked away from the uncle, back at the TV.  At the kids on the steps, staring straight ahead, still, listening.  They understood, and Cole understood.  He was the problem. He had to take responsibility.  Something blue at the corner of the TV seemed to fidget, flitter. The problem was in him, not in the structure.  Cole raised his arms in a protective gesture over his head as if shame was pummeling it repeatedly, and let his reddish hair fall over his eyes.  “I am the problem.”  He curled up in a ball on the floor.  Through the fingers that were now covering his face, he glanced again at the TV.  The man was gone.  Cole, crumpled, barely took note, and started sobbing.

His uncle above him relaxed, as if anger at the injustice of what Cole was doing to himself and others had turned his body to stone, and now that Cole could admit he needed help, needed to reform himself, the stone melted away back to flesh and blood.  The navy blue cuff ruffled somewhat, the dulled golden buttons bobbed slightly, as if also agreeing it was for the best Cole had finally grasped what had been told to him.  “And you need to be reformed,” the uncle finished for him.  Then he stepped away.  

Cole was left crying in the middle of the litter-strewn rooftop that was once a room in a house.  How could he have been so wrong about what he believed it?  It had to have been Bronson’s fault.  There must be something wrong with the government, with big business, with all that.  But his thinking that only showed how much he still needed to be reformed.  You couldn’t argue with what the man said. The uncle was right.  There was no way around it.  

Finally he started to clamber to his feet, only making it to his knees on the first try.  Why, though, he thought.  Why.  He propped one leg up.  Why should I believe them just because I don’t have evidence to back me up?  Concrete evidence, facts, but what were facts other than half bits of information taken out of context, fish out of water?  Why can’t I just believe what I believe because I believe it?  Then he rocked back.  But they know so much, they’re argument was thorough, their voices so sure, so sincere.  He steadied himself – what if you were the only sane person in a roomful of clever lunatics?  Why should I doubt myself without any evidence real to me other than their word?  And what evidence did the suit man give, once he was done with his introduction about the evident problems of society?  From then on, he had just spewed opinions, premises and conclusions.  Cole raised his hand to his head.  His forehead was still swollen on the right side.  Cole stood up.  Bronson had hit him.  The world was not entirely right.  Cole was not entirely wrong.  A grating noise somewhere in front of him caught his attention, and he realized the TV was gone.  Not only that, but he was now on the building he had seen from the parking lot just minutes ago, the building with the open-walled elevator.  Turning around, he saw the man in the navy suit at the far end of the building.  He shouted something Cole couldn’t quite make out and then started walking rapidly toward him.   Then a group of uniformed men trickled in behind him, ten, fifteen of them so far.  There’s no hope, Cole despaired, no way he could go against their side.  But then, there was no hope in going along with it either.  The throbbing of his head encouraged him; he took a step.  He took several more steps. He broke into a jog, then a run.  Just before he reached the edge, he saw a flitting of blue down below on the streets.  Not the dark blue of the uncle’s suit, but a light blue.  The TCBY girl.  She was running through an alley parallel to Cole’s leap.  And maybe they wouldn’t end up on the same course, but if they were going the same direction, he was sure he’d see her again.  Then shouts even closer behind him propelled his legs faster the edge, he ran, he jumped.

