Faded (Post-Laney) 5/7/97


A man stands beside the highway, bathed in dust and surrounded by the arterial refuse of civilization. He has stopped to adjust his hat. The hat is old, and, under a thick coat of dust that doesn’t come off (even when he beats is against a short fence,) it might be red. He looks at it, turning the wide brim this way and that. He flips it over to look again at the faded, illegible tag. The hat is dirty, and he handles it without familiarity. It looks like he pulled it from a ditch a few minutes before, which in fact he had.


He shrugs and sets it back on his head, looking vaguely uncomfortable. He glances up, then, and sets off down the narrow off-ramp. The town is tiny, just a side effect of building a large highway in the middle of nowhere. He isn’t even sure he should call it a town, but it’s too large to be a rest stop. It consists of three gas stations, a diner, and a small motel, with a few houses and sundry other buildings visible farther back from the road.


He pauses near the “You are Now Entering” sign, remembering something: he hasn’t chosen a name today. A long time ago, he made a decision to leave. He left his name, his house, his job, his…well, he can’t properly remember all the things he left, which is part of the point.. He hasn’t settled down yet, so he picks a new name every day. It’s a game: how many can he make up before he starts repeating? Today, he chooses Jack. He looks at his reflection in a shallow, fast-evaporating pool of water beside the road. He tips his hat, and says in a cheerful, Midwestern drawl, “Hello, Jack.”


Looking up, he walks to the motel.


The man at the counter looks like he feels his age, which, Jack thinks, should remain undisclosed. The man doesn’t give a name or ask for one. He simply names a figure and tosses Jack a key labeled “17” once he gets the money.


Jack walks up to the second floor after a cursory check fails to reveal an elevator. After some struggling with the lock to room 17, he looks closer at the label, which is scratched, faded, and partially torn. It used to read 12, he guesses, and tries that lock. A mild feeling of success blooms suddenly and is as suddenly squashed by the small size and dingy, tackily decorated aspect of the room.


He tries to ignore it while he takes inventory. He has a pair of worn but whole jeans and a white T-shirt with a corporate logo and slogan peeking out from the folds of a long overcoat. The coat seems to be composed of buttons as much as thread; it’s covered with them. This is interesting in itself, but it is more interesting to Jack, and indeed a little disturbing, that every button seems to have a purpose and a buttonhole to fit into. How they are all supposed to go is a mystery to Jack, but he has a suspicion that it’s really a discreet straight jacket. In the jacket, he finds a few dollars saved from a job at another small town a few miles up the road.


The only other thing he has is an old picture of someone’s family. In it, a plump, dumb-looking woman in a flower-pattern apron stands near a perky, vacuous teenage girl standing board-straight and smiling while she inconspicuously extends a middle finger to the camera. Nearby, a small boy makes a face and hefts a rock as though he were about to throw it at the camera. 


Don’t forget your hat, he reminds himself, wiggling it around on his head. Or your name. He likes the Jack It’s a simple and comfortable name, and he sees nothing wrong with being a simple and comfortable person- at least for a day or so. He thinks wonderingly about his name, his hat, and the picture in his pocket while he makes his way to the diner.


The twenty-odd tables are mostly empty, but several stubs are taped to a metal wheel hanging from the ceiling near the stove. There is one employee, a young woman trying without much success to cook almost a dozen things at once. When he steps up to the counter, she turns to take his order, patting her apron pockets for a pad. As she does, a small fire erupts in one of the pans. Jack hops the counter and grabs the fire extinguisher. He has it out quickly enough, but the food won't do anyone much good at this point. In hindsight, he reflects that perhaps he should have covered the pan instead, and waited for the fire to starve itself. By this time, however, he isn't really thinking; his consciousness is reduced to to the culinary equivalent of a fight-or-flight reaction, and he takes over the confused and crowded range before bothering to remember whether or not he can cook.


A few minutes later, he looks at the woman carefully for the first time. Her hair is pale, and it shines like reflective plastic. It's tightly curled and meshed together, like a mat woven from Barbie Doll hair. A few strands have dropped into her plain brown eyes, and she brushes them away quickly.


"Thanks," she says cautiously, while he examines the diner. The tables are Formica and the seats in the booths are red. They're also ripped, as are the seats of the freestanding chairs. The prints of little rural scenes that hang over them are stained by smoke, grease, and splattered food.


"Who ordered all this?" he asks, gesturing to the stack of orders cooling by the counter.


"The owner put up a billboard a little ways down the highway. It has our phone number on it, so people call their orders in on their carphones, then pick them up when they get here. It brings in a lot more business, but I haven't been able to find anyone else to help." She smiles, clearly hoping he's interested.


"I would," he says, answering the implicit question, "But I already have a job." As she gets ready to ask him what it is, he realizes that he hasn't picked an occupation to go with the name Jack. He thinks fast. There are a lot of jobs that required traveling, some of which necessitate traveling by bus or car, but very few involve hitchhiking or traveling without samples or brochures. So-


"I'm a travel writer. I work for a weird little publishing company back in California. They publish these guides to traveling without money. Any money. They make us actually do it before we write about it. I’m doing the Coast-to Coast edition." He was sure he had missed something, but he'd sounded almost convincing.


"But I thought I saw you check into the motel…" Oh. That was it.


"What my bosses don't know can't hurt them," he says, hoping it doesn't sound stupid.


"Oh well," she says with a sigh as shepicks up the phone. "New order. I probably won't need your help on this one. Can I get you something before you go?" He doesn't want anything just now, but he asks for a bagel, thinking it's easy to carry and eat, and it's filling. She toasts it and slathers too much cream cheese on it,and he drops it into one of his coat pockets.


"You can get bagels anywhere these days. Once upon a time, places only served toast. Can you imagine? Bye."


As he walks out, he realizes that he doesn't know which of them said the words. Her voice had, for that brief moment, been so familiar to him that he couldn't distinguish it from his own internal voice. A breeze snakes up under his coat, and memories pull at his sleeves.


He's scared. He forgets the room he paid for and starts walking. He doesn't run; he refuses to run, though his body urges it. The time for him to run is past. This is his time to walk. The sun is low in the sky, but the land is flat and empty. It is bright and hot in the late afternoon. He finds himself in a shallow rut by the highway and keeps walking. He walks until he forgets. He forgets that he's walking. He forgets his new name. He forgets that he's afraid of a voice he knows like his own. He remembers the house in the 'burbs. He remembers the names, his, his kids', his wife's. He remembers the job and the long hours in a place where everything must be just so 


He takes the hat off and looks at the tag. He stares and traces the smudged, faded lines. "Made in Taiwan,” it proclaims. He tries to put it on, but it doesn't fit. Tears burn behind his eyes as he tears the tag out. He walks back to the diner. He doubts she's found anyone to fill the position since he left. He sets the hat on his head, and it fits. As he walks, he whistles softly. He reaches into his pockets, looking for the bagel. He comes across a picture of a wife and two kids. Ugly lot, he thinks. He's never seen them before, so he tosses the picture out over the highway, and it spins a long time before being hit by a truck doing seventy.

