*thirteen*


Dr. Bernard Starr sat and looked at the blind woman who sat cross-legged on the floor in front of him; noticing, perhaps for the first time, how small and tired she was.


“I guess it does show, doesn’t it?”  She said, never looking up from where she traced invisible patterns on the smooth concrete floor with one thin finger.


She had finished talking some time before and both of them had been sitting quietly, listening to the wind off of the ocean struggle against the thick walls of the Institute and, somewhere above them, metal doors clanging closed occasionally.


“I…had no idea,” Starr said.  “Why did you let us exploit you?”


At this she looked up and smiled.  “Come on Bernard.  We’ve been exploiting each other, you and I.  I gave myself up to be this…circus monkey…in exchange for the solitude that you provide.”  She gestured grandly at the high walls surrounding them.  “Don’t you see that doing my little show for them is really a small price to pay for not being out there?  Not being among the people, with their poisoned thoughts and nightmare memories?”


He shrugged.


“Don’t feel bad for me, Bernard.”  Her voice dropped low.  “I’m only here because I choose to be here.  Even though these new CIA people think they’ve got me caged up in here like a firefly in a mayonnaise jar.”  She giggled suddenly and Starr caught a glimpse of the young girl that she had been before a bullet blasted apart both her skull and her life.  Soon her laughter trailed off and her lips slowly returned to their normal position—a thin, neutral line etched across her emotionless face.


“You never ask, Bernard.  You never do but you should.”


“It seems somehow…rude.”


“I know.  But the bold are rewarded.”


“Why did you seek me out?  Why were you looking for someone like me to begin with?  You could have hidden out in the world in any way that you chose to.  Why this?”  He held his palms up toward the high, concrete walls.


“Do you know what it’s like?  To do what I do?”


He was silent; knew not to answer.


“It’s like being smeared with shit, Bernard.  Like…having everyone within thirty feet of me just purge all over me.  It gets in my nose…my mouth…discolors my skin.  And it doesn’t ever go away.  It’s a stink that stays with me…haunts me…wakes me up in the night...and makes me hate you all.

“You always wonder what I learned on the streets in that year before I walked into your little broom-closet office, and what I’ve learned since coming here to Brightman.  It must be so fascinating, you think, to see everyone’s soul as clearly as looking through a window.  But the answer is underwhelming, Bernard.  It’s going to leave you feeling like a kid on Christmas afternoon, surrounded by toys that you’re already tired of and wondering if, by chance, you forgot a present hidden under the thick branches at the back of the tree—but knowing that you didn’t.

“People are all the same, Bernard.  Full of great imaginings tempered by deep regret, twisting their own pasts to benefit or belittle themselves depending on mood, searching for the acceptance and reassurances to verify their deep belief that they are indeed important.  And everyone wants to be sacrificed unto…but nobody can truly sacrifice.  Not unselfishly.  Not without benefit.  Of all the talk of virtues and selflessness…and I tell you this with complete authority…nobody does anything without first determining the benefit to themselves.  Perhaps unconsciously, I will grant you that.  But the decision is always weighed and each person’s thumb always tips their own scale.

“It’s the self, Bernard.  You can only see the world through the lens of your own existence…looking out through your own eyes.  Everything is filtered through that perception.  If you make a sacrifice, it’s because it makes you feel good and worthy on some level.  And if you don’t boast to others about it, then you imagine yourself glowing in the eyes of a God who sees what’s done in private.

“It’s a paradox.  It’s some huge cosmic joke.  You all have this deep desire toward something that you don’t have the ability to do.  You can really only be selfless if you have no self.  Why do you think people like dogs, Bernard?  Because they know that a dog will run next to their bicycle, wagging its tail, for a hundred miles across the Mojave Desert until it drops dead.  A dog will sacrifice everything that it is for you…but only because it doesn’t have the ability to perceive that it even exists to begin with.  You show me a man who gives up his life for his fellow man and I’ll show you one of three reasons; one, he didn’t believe that his action would result in his own death.  Two, he was operating on fear, out of some perceived danger to himself, and felt that his action would give him the best shot at survival.  Or three, and this is where your heroes live, he benefited personally from the knowledge of how his action would be perceived by others.

“You think me cynical and that’s okay.  But understand that you only pass judgment on me because you need for me to be wrong.  Take that girl yesterday, Bernard.  What did you think as you were fucking her?  Do you remember?  Right after convincing her that her fiancée really didn’t love her and that you saw her for the ‘amazing person’ that she was?  Oh, such a disingenuous bomb that you were willing to drop on her entire life…solely to feel her body suck you in and make you feel needed for a little while, right?  You were thinking that this will be the last time.  And in the overwhelming emptiness that you felt as you dropped onto the bed next to her…the emptiness that you are always left with, Bernard…your dark soul clung to that thin, little hope that you will someday be a better person.  And if what I’m saying is true…then you really can never be that better person.  It means that one ego-stroking vice is only ever exchanged for another and the fear that your emptiness will eventually consume you is going to end up being the truth; your only real truth.”

“Why do you think that I request people like Lucy for my assistants, Bernard?  Because I am some sort of benevolent person who wants to create opportunities for the handicapped?  I need people around me who simply are what they appear…who lack the schemes and manipulations that tire me so much now.  People who think very little but love honestly and very much.”

“Like dogs,” Bernard said.

“Like dogs,” she said, nodding slightly.
