Grilled Cheese Sandwiches

Ginger Langford


It must be remembered that even the most severely and obviously disabled psychopath presents a technical appearance of sanity, often with high intellectual capacities […] they do not, it seems, succeed in the sense of finding satisfaction of fulfillment in their own accomplishments.  Nor do they, when the full story is known, appear to find this in an ordinary activity.

H. Cleckley, “The Mask of Sanity”


Travis loved stories, especially telling them.  Growing up together, he would often tell me about the flying gorillas of Africa, the white-fur savages of Antarctica, the lethal invisible island called Mongunsa.  And my cousin was always the hero.  Whether he was pilot, captain, warrior, or even president, Travis was the star of some ferocious far-fetched fantasy.  No one ever thought his fabrications had any real meaning or purpose.  Then again, no one thought that any of Travis’s funny little quirks would amount to much.  My mother always said, “He’ll grow out of them.  He’s just got a bright mind without refinement.”

Symptom One: a grandiose sense of self-worth

Typically these individuals are charming, attractive, and seductive.  They tend to be above average in intelligence and manipulative of those around them.


 On holidays, Grandma Thelma came to visit us. Whenever she came, Travis came too.  He was Grammy’s favorite.  Travis always wore an expression like one of these kids on a cheesy Welch’s grape juice commercial.  Their smiles are innocent yet sly, as if they know something you don’t and that makes them more important than you.  

On one occasion after we all had our fill of turkey, green bean casserole, and homemade hot rolls, Grammy went to sit in the overstuffed recliner to rest.  Travis and I followed her into the family room.

“Grammy, did you know there’s bubbles big enough that people can fit inside?”  Travis said.  He climbed onto both of grandma’s knees once she sat down.  I had to sit on the floor.


“No dear.  I did not know that.”  Grammy said.  She stoked the place on the side of his head where his hair was sticking up.


“They’re water proof and everything.  You can ride around and go wherever you want.”


“That’s not true!”  I said forcefully.  “There’s no such thing.”


“Hush now.”  Grammy scolded.  “Travis is telling us a story.”  Travis wrapped Grammy’s arms around him and put her two hands on his knees.  He looked at me and smiled.    

 
“They’re real expensive.  That’s why no one but the government knows about them.” Travis said.


“Then how do you know about them?”  I said scornfully.

“I just know.  A guy that used to live by us told me about them.  He said they can go underwater and in space and anywhere.”

“I don’t believe you.” 

“He worked for the government…You believe me, don’t you Grammy?”

“Sure, dear.  I’m tired now.  Why don’t you two go play in the other room?”

“Oh Grammy—” Travis whined.  “Can’t I stay here and nap with you?” Her lips made a thin, straight line across her wrinkled face.  She opened them to speak, but Travis spoke instead.

“Don’t worry Grammy.  I’ll be quiet and try not to wiggle.  Besides, you said you don’t get to see me enough, so why not see me now?”

“Oh, alright Travis.  But Grammy needs her rest.”  She said.  

“What about me?” I protested.  I glared at Travis with my arms crossed.  

“You can be my napping buddy after dinner, dear.”  Grammy said.  She waved at me a little and closed her eyes.  Travis curled up on one side of the chair with his head on her shoulder.  He watched me as I left the room. 

Symptom Two:  a childhood of neglect and abuse

They often grow up without parental figures of both sexes.  Many times there is a maternal deprivation and lack of appropriate “attachment.”


Travis’s mom was weird.  I don’t remember her ever acting like a real mom.  At times Travis even called her Aunt Debbie, like I did when I was around.  Most of the time I never saw her, except after it was over, and she bawled pathetically to gain pity.  I found out later that she took what little savings the family had and went to Florida for a two-week “recovery vacation.”  She told everyone that she needed to get away to find meaning again and piece her life back together.  I laughed when I found out; I did not think her deserving of pity.

Symptom Three:  a need for stimulation, prone to boredom


Often these people are spontaneous and impulsive due to their high levels of creativity.  They are fun to be around yet unsafe in their risk-taking endeavors.


When I was in third grade, my family lived only a few blocks away from Travis.  The day I got my new bike, I rode it all the way past Hagel’s clothing factory and the town water tower with its ugly gray paint to visit him.  Travis sat on the front steps pulling the heads off of the daisies in the ceramic flower pots.  

“Travis!” I said.  “Look at my new bike I got.  Don’t you think it’s cool?  It’s got a red stripe down the side to make it go extra fast.”

“It’s not as fast as mine.” He replied.  “I bet if we raced to the water tower and back I could beat you.” 

“I don’t want to race.”

“Why not?  You scared?”  

“I just don’t feel like it.  I’d rather just ride.”

“Fine then.  We can just pretend like we’re spies and check out the Mexicans working at the factory down the street.”   

“Come on then.  Let’s go.”  I said.

Travis reached the water tower before me, forgetting about the Mexicans.  I watched as he climbed off his bike and picked up something off the ground.

“Look here!  Let’s climb up the water tower and put this flag on the top.”  Travis yelled.  He held up a faded, plastic American flag waving it in the air.  I rode my bike over to him.

“What did you say, Trav?”

“Let’s put this on the top of the tower.  It’ll be our victory flag like the one they put on the moon.”  He said.  I laughed at him.

“I don’t know about that.”  

“You’re not a wiener, are you?”  He replied.

The ladder was attached to the shaded side of the water tower.  The steps were thin rods of rusted metal, and black mold leached itself to the seams where the steps were welded to the handle bars.  The flat screws that bolted the ladder to the water tower were also old and rusted, one of which was missing.  

Unconcerned with the dangers, Travis began climbing the ladder.  As Travis’s hands brushed along the sides of the ladder, bits of gray paint fell to the ground.  He had gone up at least six feet before he looked back over his shoulder.  He raised his arm and motioned me to follow him.

“Come on!  There’s alien invaders attacking us.  You can be my sidekick and help me defeat them.  We have to save the world.” Travis said.  

He reached out with one hand like a sword and stabbed at the air.  He jumped a little on the step attempting to miss a stray bullet.  As he did, his foot slipped.  He held the ladder with one hand, but the black moss and peeling paint had made it too slippery to keep a good hold. He fell.  I screamed and ran to him.  Travis was lying on his back with his eyes closed.

“Travis. Are you ok?”  I said frantic.  He opened his eyes and looked at me with a smile. 

  “I killed ‘em on the way down.  Did you see it?” he said.  

Symptom Four:  absence of parental discipline


Discipline, if any, is erratic and inconsistent.  Often the person is overlooked when in trouble rather than suffering the consequences for misbehavior.


At Travis’s house, I never knocked.  There was no point; no one would ever answer it.  I just turned the knob, heard that familiar squeak, and walked in because the front door wasn’t locked.  The dusty blinds were always shut with the drab half-curtains closed over them.  A faint musty smell filled the air, as did a hovering silence.  Only one light was on, the one in Travis’s room.  He was usually playing Nintendo or watching the cartoons my mother wouldn’t let me watch.  Aunt Debbie would probably be lying in bed with a box of pills and a box of Kleenex on the nightstand.  She told us she had migraines.  I remember a couple times when I was over with Travis I could hear her crying.

Symptom Five:  obsession with self 


Those with this disorder are incredibly egocentric, focused on their own needs and wants.  Reality exists only around them, which allows for the creation of a fantasy world. 


One particular night it was a little later then usual.  After the bike ride over to that dumpy little cream-yellow house, the usual light from the bedroom door wasn’t on.  Instead I heard the sizzling, popping sound of grease in a skillet and the smell of melting cheese, a sharp contrast to the atmosphere to which I had grown so accustomed.  At first I thought that maybe Travis’s mom was over her life-long migraine, but she wasn’t.  


I stood in the living room.  The lights of dusk forced their way through the cracks between each blind just enough for the shadows of the meager furniture to fill the room.  I tried not to step on them as I ventured towards the kitchen entrance.  For a moment, I was in the doorway surveying the scene.  Instead of Aunt Debbie standing over the stove splattered with grease, Travis was on a cheap plastic, blue stepstool.  It brought him only chest high with the gas burners.


“Hey Trav.  What ya doin’?” I questioned.  Without thinking, he looked up pretending to be Chef Gordon off the cooking show.


“Is a-makin’ grille sheez deluxe, for the chefe here es hungrey.”  As he spoke, I played along.  For a glimpse, I saw that tall white chef hat come to rest on his head, a dark mustache curled up on the end grow on his upper lip, and a knee-length apron gleam in the fluorescent light.  For a brief moment it was as if the image was there all the time, and I just hadn’t seen it.


“Can I help?”


“No.  Only a Chef Gordon can make his speciality.”


“Oh.  Well, can I watch ya?  My mom won’t let me cook on the stove, even when she’s in the kitchen.”  


“That ‘tis becuza you are not a Chef Gordon.”


I shrugged and climbed up next to him on the stool.  Travis’s gourmet dinner was frying on the scratched stovetop.  I squinted and stared but could not imagine anything more than plain grilled cheese sandwiches.  Even the chef hat was gone now, and all I could see was the spatter of the grease on the dusty cabinets above.

Symptom Six:  patterns of deceitfulness


These individuals will lie repeatedly, not understanding the implications of doing so.  Furthermore, they will con others for personal profit or pleasure. 


Not more than a year went by before Dad got his promotion, and we moved across town to a neighborhood with curbed streets.  Travis and I were still in the same school, at least until sixth grade, but after a summer apart things were different.  Sometimes while on the playground or while learning long division I would watch Travis.  One time he had ten packages of Skittles inside his desk, which he sold to his friends at recess.  When Mrs. Rowland found out, she questioned him about it.  He looked at her and made up a story.  He told her that he won the Skittles in a contest, but his mom wouldn’t let him eat them so he thought he would sell them.  Then he would have money for a new comic book.  He could get away with just about anything.


Symptom Seven:  failure to conform to social norms


Many with this disorder see themselves as exempt from social norms and are not influenced by social pressures.  There are estimates that as high as seventy to eighty percent of the prison population have this disorder.

The first time Travis tried to kill himself was when we were freshman.  I hadn’t heard much about him except for the time when he was suspended for ten days after beating up Joey Reynolds on the soccer field.  That’s why it came as such a shock.  It wasn’t anything too serious.  He just swallowed some of his mom’s migraine pills and spent one night in the hospital after they pumped his stomach.  That was all.  We thought he was just being stupid.



I walked past my cousin one day after it happened.  I was on my way to soccer practice.  He sat on the concrete steps behind the gym surrounded by the bunch my friends called the druggies.  He had his arm around a red-haired girl who wore a T-shirt with the word “concentrate” written in bold across her chest.  I could tell Travis was telling some elaborate story because he was raising his arm back and forth in exaggerated hand gestures. They all laughed.


I thought about saying something to him.  I even took a step onto the grass, but quickly turned back to the sidewalk, afraid that he would call me a “Virgin Nun” like he had done my friend Julie.  I looked at a vintage red slug bug in the parking lot as I walked past him.  Behind me came a quiet burst of giggles.           

Symptom Eight: associated with irresponsible behavior


These personality types have repeated run-ins with the law and characteristically have violent temperaments.  They are irresponsible and seek after immediate self-gratification.


At fifteen, Travis was arrested for stealing two six-packs of Busch beer and a carton of Marlboro Light out of Casey’s Convenience Corner a block away from school.  My friends laughed, and I laughed with them.  They raved about how he didn’t even make it out of the parking lot when the cops showed up.  “He’s such a loser!”  “How could anyone be so stupid.”  I didn’t stop them; it was just easier to join in.


The day after graduation Travis went to jail.  This time he stole a hundred and fifty dollars in cash from McDonald’s where he had worked for the past three months.  Travis pleaded guilty, and they hauled him off that same day.  Aunt Debbie wasn’t feeling well so she didn’t make it to the court hearing.  

Symptom Nine:  suicide


Suicide is common among those with this disorder.  Tendencies toward physical aggression are turned inward, and these people become disillusioned with themselves.


I sat on the hard, fold-out chairs of Addams Funeral Home and looked at the coffin.  The organ, which was a bit out of tune, played “It is Well with my Soul” in some screened-in side room.  From the row behind me, I heard someone say, “They did pretty good, didn’t they?  It looks just like him.”  I didn’t turn around to see who said it; I didn’t really care.  Travis looked like himself, sort of, but every feature was tainted and awkwardly assembled on his painted, peach-colored face.


A red-haired girl sat on the front row.  She wore a black and green maternity dress, though it would be several months before she was due.  In her hands she held a crumpled white tissue.  Sitting next to her was Aunt Debbie with an arm dangled over the back of the pew.  She handed the girl another tissue.  


I watched the ten o’clock news the night it happened.   It was a breaking news story for our small Missouri town.  Travis had only been out of prison for two weeks when he broke his parole.  The cops came to his house to arrest him, but Travis took off in his car.  I think he would have enjoyed seeing the video footage of the high-speed chase down Highway 65. Three cop cars and a motorcycle tracked him—they mapped out the exact route Travis took through town with a thick, red line.  The whole thing lasted about thirty minutes.  Travis may have realized the inevitability of the situation, or maybe he just wanted to act, to play a hero’s role in the dramatic events of his mind. All I know is that at sixty miles per hour, he pulled out a loaded pistol from under the seat and shot himself through the chin holding the steering wheel with the other hand.

Symptom Ten:  lack of remorse or empathy


These people have no feelings of remorse for those whom they hurt.  They may even blame the victim for making them act in harmful manners; they rationalize why they have hurt people.


Everyone sat around in the ER waiting room.  Aunt Debbie was crying, with a box of Kleenex in her lap.  When the doctor came out, he asked if the family would like to see Travis while he was still hooked up to the life machine.  We went in only a few at a time.  Aunt Debbie asked me to pray for him, but what I saw made it impossible to say much.  It wasn’t Travis, just some mangled body with a broken leg, a punctured lung, and two raccoon eyes caused by the blow to his head.  Though I managed to mumble out a few sentences, all I could think about was how insignificant it was, how I should have told Travis what I saw way back in third grade.  It was only grilled cheese sandwiches…only melted cheese on bread.

