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Best Man I Can Be

by Riley


He sat in his study breathing in the smoke from his cigar. Ideas, thoughts, memories flew through his brain, consuming his entirety, body and soul. Men rode west wild and free. Children huddled in boxes in alleyways, alone and cold. Young men went on journeys of self discovery. Old story tellers revealed their legacy to their grandchildren so it could live on. Lives intertwined with each other until he couldn't make out one story from the next. 


He took another puff from his cigar and put it out. Taking up a pen and a pad of paper he began to write. Words poured out of him, coming out in fragments and run-ons. He wrote of dreams, movies, and books. He wrote of characters that he had known his whole life; old lovers, family members, or just people he met on the street. He found his body consumed with emotion as he cried, screamed, and laughed at the top of his lungs in anger, fear, sorrow.  He felt like... no he was a maniac, and this made him laugh harder.  He had to get the words out, and there was no stopping him. The world could have been falling down around his ears, and not once would he have looked up from his work.

Soon his endless flow of words began to subside and he had nothing left to say. He was done. He felt empty, exposed, and lonely. He wanted to cry some more but the tears wouldn’t come. He laughed but the sound was hollow. The pit of his stomach felt empty as if he hadn’t eaten in weeks, but he knew if he ate it wouldn’t stay down. This was his curse. People always thought writing was his passion but they were wrong. Writing was his drug. It always filled him till he couldn’t take it, and then emptied him out down to the very depths of his soul. There was only one thing for him to do. He went to his couch and curled up in his mass of blankets and pillows and waited for the painful emptiness to subside.  

…

“Richard!!!!!!! Wake up you lazy fool of a writer! Why did I ever marry the likes of you!!! All you do is write and sleep! You’re worse than a damn baby!!” 

One eye twitched and then the next. His wife’s voice had woken him alright, but he had no desire to face her, to look at her, so he ignored her. Why had he married such a woman? He often told his children he felt as if he had married his mother, and he believed it. He had actually never known his mother but he knew her story and her type. She put him up for adoption when he was three, the day his sister was born. She had been in Los Angeles trying out for an acting job when she found out she was pregnant with her second child. When the producer found out he said he couldn't give her the part. She found shelter in a home for women where she had Lena, his sister, and that is were she left them. They lived there and several other orphanages until he was old enough to move out. He adopted his sister not long after. 


No, he never really knew his mother, but in the short time they spent together he never remembered her saying I love you. She never hugged him or loved him. His only memory of her was sitting in her chair by the window, bags under her eyes, a cigarette in one hand and a bottle of Scotch in the other. That is what he saw when he looked at Mildred. He saw his mother, and he hated her.  


He met Mildred in a bar next to his studio. He had just been told to re-write his script. “It's too deep,” his producer had said. “Women and children don’t want to think!!! They want us to think for them. Why do you think they watch this damn show? Now go home and rewrite. One more mess up from you and you’re fired! You hear me!?” and with that he had stormed out the door. Richard, angry and fed up, threw the script at his producer's back and stormed out of the studio. From there he went to the first bar he could find, and drank away every last bit of change he had and them some. That was the night  he met her, his mother. 

. . . 

“Oh for heavens sakes Richard get up!!!!” Mildred shouted. “Who do you think I am? Your maid!” 


“No,” he grumbled “Why are you so upset?”


“Leiny called today. You know your ex.” 


“And?”


“And!!?? And!!? Is that all you can say! She called the house Richard! My house!” 


“Our house,” he corrected. “What did she want?”


“To see you! Can you believe the nerve of that woman! She lied to me. Saying it was the children who wanted you. Who gives a damn about the children!!  They’re not even living with her anymore!! They're what 29, 30? And for you information I take care of this house! I take care of you! It is my house.”


“Oh for God’s sakes Mildred. I bought this house, and I pay for everything in it, now shut up and let me sleep will you for once in your life!!” 


“Oh, no you don’t! Don't you have anything to say about this Richard?!! she's stalking you! You're married to me does that mean nothing to you?” 


“She’s lonely Mildred what do you want me to say. The kids are gone I'm gone she has nothing left.” 


“Ugggg! That doesn't give her the right.. to … to. Ah! I Give up.” she said throwing her hands in the air. “I don't know what else to do.” She reached over to the counter and grabbed a heap of letters resting next to his journal. She waved them in his face just long enough to see who they were from before she threw them in the fire. He stared at her shocked. No words came to him. He simply stared at her in awe, then at the flames. Slowly, he slid of the couch toward the fire. There they were all the letters from his other life. His children, grandchildren, his ex gone. Now he realized he had been wrong all along. Mildred had never been his mother. She was his mother’s opposite. His mother got rid of everything to push him away. Mildred got rid of everything to make him stay.  


A small piece of the paper drifted from the fire. He picked it up and on it was a drawing of him with I love you grandpa written underneath. Anger bubbled and burned in the pit of his stomach. He reached out and grabbed Mildred by the arms. 


“What did they ever! Ever! Do to you! I love them! Just because I do doesn't mean I loved you less. I loved you the same as I would have had they not existed!”


“Loved,” her voice was barely a whisper. Fear and anger contorted her face. 


“ Yes loved!!” 


“You never did love me did you?”


“No,” he said his grip loosening. “I needed you.” and with that he walked away. 


The door of his study flew open and shut with more force than he thought possible. He plopped down at his desk and again began to write. This was different though. It was tender and soft, heartfelt as anything he had written, but some how stronger. 

Dear Lisa and Delaney, 


I close my eyes and I am sitting on the deck in our old house in Grass Valley. It is beautiful. The sun is just rising and the air is crisp and chill. I sit with a pad and paper, not because I have anything to write or say, but simply for the pleasure of having them near. Aromas of hot coffee fill my nose and I can't help but think of my two lovely girls. Just writing to say I'm thinking of you Lisa and hope my little grand baby is doing well. How old is she now? Three? Four? Any way I love you and I wish you all the joy and....well simplicity in the world.





Love and Mountains,







Dad

Tear drops spotted the bottom of the paper. His signature. “I had no idea a man could cry so much,” he said into the empty silence that surrounded him. He knew this was not goodbye. He knew he would never see a letter again from his children, but he would find other ways. He knew he would. 


He then put the letter in an envelope addressed it and hid it beneath the books lying on his desk. Everything was quiet, too quiet. He went out into the living room and saw Mildred crying on the couch. He walked up to her and put his arms around her. She laid her head on his chest and he knew that even though she could be cruel and hateful and annoying he would always come back for her. He wasn't quite sure why, it wasn't love that was for sure. He left people he loved. He had done it before, and he would do it again he was sure. This was different, he couldn't leave her. This was beyond that, love was not strong enough to hold him down, his passion was always stronger. No this was need. He needed her. He would always need her. She was his rock, his pain, his life. 


