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Patrick Deeney

Shut Up! Shut Up! Shut Up!
D           id I remember to start my instrument?

That’s how it starts. A simple question that begins to itch, bur-
rowing down through the gray matter and lodging deep beneath my 
corpus callosum, bugging my whole brain.
        I like to think that I have an active imagination. My brain has 
almost perfected the conversion of electrical impulses into a variety 
of conscious thoughts and daydreams. I’ve often found myself in situ-
ations where I have forgotten to pay attention due to the overabun-
dance of signals connecting simple instructions or lecture plans to a 
random internet meme or inside joke shared between friends.
        But this rampant activity sometimes goes too far, leaving ideas 
festering in my head full of things best left forgotten. All it takes is a 
single thought, a volt of activity in the brain, to drive me into a neu-
rotic breakdown. This is an unfortunate defect; it leads to increased 
anxiety and obsessive-compulsive behaviors, until a catharsis is 
found or necrosis takes over.
        Did I remember to start my instrument?
        I question myself again, debating whether to head back to work 
to check if the mass spectrometer I am responsible for is, in fact, run-
ning correctly. I try to brush off the thought and distract myself with 
television and video games to try to relax before another day at work. 
But the mental voltage spikes again. I look at my phone, checking 
the time and weighing the consequences of leaving my instrument 
until morning. Soon the thought reaches my hypothalamus, itching 
deeper and deeper down into the cerebellum and spreading its elec-
trifying tendrils all across my brain. Soon, I can’t take it anymore. 
I turn off the TV, grab my keys, and leave, letting my over-thinking 
brain get the best of me.
        “Where are you going?” Dad asks, as I slip my shoes on near the 
back door.
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        “I’m heading back in to make sure I started my instrument. It’s 
going to bug me all night if I don’t,” I reply reluctantly, accepting 
the grim reality that my thoughts control me and not the other way 
around.
        I say goodbye and get into my car. The sky is full of massive 
black clouds only broken by occasional far-off flashes of lightning. I 
wind my normal way to work, through the side streets of Minneapo-
lis, watching as the flashes increase in number.
        Did I remember to start my instrument?
        “I really need to stop being so unsure of myself,” I say aloud. My 
brain starts wandering, wondering how I got this way. Luckily, I only 
need to make it one more day at work until I will be on my way to 
Dubuque to visit my girlfriend.
        I get to work and sprint to the door, fighting through nagging 
thoughts and gale force winds of the oncoming storm. Soon the 
thoughts are quelled, as I confront my instrument midway through 
its sample queue just like it’s supposed to be. I breathe easy, check my 
desk to make sure I didn’t forget anything else, and head toward the 
door.
        Did I remember to start my instrument?
        The thought won’t leave my head. “I literally just checked, calm 
down,” I say aloud, cementing the certainty that I didn’t forget 
anything. The lightning pulses the sky, defibrillating the thoughts in 
my head, which are now focused on what I need to pack for my trip 
tomorrow.
        The highway is emptier now, giving me room to fly down the 
road. A few drops of water plop on my windshield, as the flashes 
become more frequent. Ahead of me, a distinct veil of torrential 
downpour creeps across the pavement.
        I scream multiple profanities as the wall of cascading water as-
saults the tempered glass. Every mother figure I have would probably 
be worried sick if they knew I was driving on the highway in these 
conditions. I steer my car carefully through the jumble of off-ramps 
and overpasses, through the depths of an unknown ocean. Other 
cars are puttering along on their own journeys, and the people 
within them may be thinking the same things as I am, but in search 
of different destinations.
        I finally pull into my driveway and nearly swim from my car 
into my house, trying to traverse through the multitude of drops. 
“It’s just a little wet outside,” I joke as I enter the doorway.
My dad walks over to the bottom step of the basement. “Is it raining 
that bad outside?”
        “Have you ever driven underwater?”
        He climbs the stairs and looks outside. “Oh wow. Was every-
thing okay at work?”
        “Yeah, everything was fine. My neuroticism just got the best of 
me again. I really need to learn to quiet down my brain.”
        I spend the rest of the evening relaxing, trying to ground myself 
and avoid any unnecessary mental activity. I know full well that I 
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will need as much energy as I can muster for an eight-hour work day 
followed by a five-hour drive, a feat I have accomplished more and 
more as year two of a long-distance relationship drags on.
        The day goes by fairly smoothly, and I am able to get on the road 
to Dubuque around 6 p.m. The other cars I pass, the variety of music 
my iPod plays, and the planning of the upcoming weekend keeps 
my brain busy from focusing too much on any one topic. The sun set 
an hour or so ago, but it keeps getting darker and darker as clouds 
accumulate in the sky above Waterloo. A lightning bolt flashes in the 
distance.
        Did I remember to start my instrument?
        A single thought, a volt of activity flickering deep within the 
gray matter, appears as I turn onto Highway 20. I grip the wheel 
tighter, feeling a wave of anxiety start to build. Rain starts hitting my 
windshield, and my mind flashes to the previous night.
        I didn’t think it was supposed to storm. How strong are the 
storms going to be? What if it’s like last night? How can I make it to 
Dubuque like that? I was lucky I made it home!
        I continue, the streetlamps of Waterloo trailing behind as the 
rain picks up, stabbing at the windshield. The lightning flashes more 
frequently, building up the anxious thoughts revolving in my head.
        Will Hannah be awake when I get in? What if I wake her up? 
What if she’s cranky because I wake her up? What if she doesn’t like 
me the same because I wake her up? What about when she finds out 
I watched ahead in our show? Is Netflix cheating a thing? What does 
the future hold for couples like that? Will I be able to make it up to 
her somehow?
        Thoughts of the future keep finding their way into my head. 100 
million volts flash across the sky. 100 million thoughts scream to be 
heard in a metaphysical maelstrom of hyperbolic hypotheticals.
        Will we actually move to Portland? Is she going to move to 
Madison? How far is Madison from Dubuque? How long is a bus trip 
to Chicago?
        The storm intensifies. Lightning flashes ignite everywhere as 
thoughts pass the threshold, explode in my cerebrum, and send an 
action potential down my neurons. My palms are sweaty as my foot 
urges the gas pedal closer to the floor. I start feeling physically sick as 
I realize the lack of cars on the road.
        Will I know anyone on the bus? Am I going to be awkward? Will 
I be awkward at the derby bout? Does her team think I’m awkward? 
Do I actually want to be a ref? Would she not like it if I don’t want to 
ref? Can I ever learn to skate?
        My heart starts beating through my sternum as the autonomic 
systems activate to the increased stress, shaking my seat belt with 
each palpitation. The potential continues through my entire body.
Overworked mental activity starts leaking out, making me see things 
in the dark: rain in the distance drowning the cornstalks below; a 
funnel cloud of thought spiraling towards me, decimating the re-
maining shreds of sanity.
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        Why do I only think like this in my car?! More lightning? Is 
that a tornado? What’s the best way to stay alive if there is a tornado 
out here? What if my car gets sucked up? What if I die and no one 
knows?
        Why can’t I stop? Did I remember to start my instrument?! Did 
I make a wrong turn? Would I even be able to find my way back if I 
did? Would I have to wait till morning so I could find the right roads 
again? Where are these thoughts coming from? Why won’t they 
stop?! Why? Why? WHY!
 
Then it strikes, a bolt of that fleeting plasma far past the curve of the 
earth, lighting the sky as if the sun had decided to return for a brief 
moment. Blackness shifts ever so slightly back to the gentle glow of 
sunset.
        In that moment, the world stops. The blinding strobe of light-
ning, the unceasing torrent of water and thoughts all fade away with 
a single burst of light just over the horizon.
        I take a breath, awestruck by both sublime natural power and 
the flatness of Iowa. For a brief moment, the rain holds off, and only 
a few weak flashes break the blackness above.
        A light at the end of the road. A single thought that quelled a 
typhoon. Whether it’s a beacon of hope or a harbinger of the end, I 
won’t know until I get there. And no amount of thinking can change 
that.
        The rain picks back up but only as a fraction of what it was. 
Lightning blinks far off in the distance, like lingering thoughts on 
the periphery of my mind. I feel them growing, itching, burrowing 
down into my hypothalamus, but I hold them off as I calm myself 
down.
        Soon, even these stragglers quiet down while my car races 
through the night. Rain dribbles on my windshield as muted light-
ning flashes echo each other far past my cerebral meninges, just 
white noise of autonomic processes commencing and resolving.
        There will always be a reason to worry. The active imagination 
that I pride myself on can often get me into trouble. If let loose, it will 
run rampant, pulling my sanity down into the depths of neurosis; if 
I stymie it, I lose my creativity. It’s something I need to learn, some-
thing that will hopefully come with time. And while that’s not the 
resolution I want, it’s all I have for now.
        “Eighty-six miles to go,” I say aloud, grounding the remain-
ing volts in my head and urging my car further down the highway. 
Someone’s waiting for me over the horizon near that calming burst 
of iridescent thought.
        “I can do this.”


