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The Art of Living Puppetry

when you’re stuck holding on to pieces
flying feels a lot like falling
and to tell you the truth
there really isn’t much difference
reality is a trick of perception,
of accepting an active role
in the creation of your universe
reality is an illusion, a reflection,
a projection of a mind gone mad
and no matter how hard I struggle
how hard I try to a step back
and see the patterns forming
I can never reach escape velocity
never escape the feeling
never break the bonds
the pale elastic walls
provided by my skin
I can never rid myself
of chaos and relativity

can you feel the starscream rush 
of a galaxy swinging through time 
can you feel the whiz and whir 
of protons dancing with electrons 
can you feel the solitary vastness 
that empties the space between atoms

trapped in an invisible somewhere 
between my reflection and my shadow 
hidden inside a costume, a puppet 
in the reverse black hole 
presented by my body
I sit blinded by scattering photons 
shrouding the world in a veil of light 
but here there’s no need 
for slinging dead words 
no need to decipher
those lobbed at me
like so many grenades
blowing the circuitry of my mind
with the ambiguous possibilities
in here we’re all the same
and when you let go you’ll find
you had nothing to hold on to but intangibles
I may be lonely but at least I nowhere I am
mastering the art of puppetry

v



The T raveler

Sometimes, if not all the time, I dream when I’m awake— I’m seven years old 

again, eyes gaping wide as I stretch onto my tip toes, absently fingering my newly 

crowned tooth with my tongue. Before me, the mirror is full of infinite possibility, if only 

I could find way to get through that door— the one behind him. Suddenly the mirror-me 

grins, which is weird, because I don’t remember grinning at him to elicit such a response. 

There’s a wild sympathy in his eyes— like he knows something, something vital. 

Something I need to remember. And then it’s not me at all; it’s a middle-aged man with 

tossled red hair, a matching beard, and a cold, confident stare. He leans toward me and 

his grin widens, cracking open and ballooning out of proportion to swallow me in the 

void of his gaping maw, where I rocket through oblivion only to crash back into a 

sleeping body. As the lights go up around me I can hear myself scream, "I have a silver 

tooth!” Silver teeth? What? Flick the tongue around the mouth, no silver, not anymore. 

Get up. Was I talking? The image of the redbearded man wafts through my mind for an 

instant. Shudders-— cut quick by a drawling yawn. Thunder opens my eyes; I’m back in

the park.

I sit up and look around— no one but trees. Funny. When I was little that dream 

used to scare me because the man was a stranger. Now it terrifies me because when I 

look into the emotionless void of his gaze, it’s my own eyes I see staring back.

Something catches my eye: the apparitions of people fleeing before the storm. 

Typical. A definitionless blur of human. I put Jane’s face on them all— smiling, her hair 

trailing like dunes in wind. Slowly, I rock forward and push myself to my feet.

I’ve had kinsmen atop highest mountains and beneath deepest seas, questing there
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on crusades for truth. We would conquer the universe, if permitted. Gaining full height,

I glance over my shoulder to see furls of storm swallow moon whole. But when Mother 

Nature flexes a little, giving just a small demonstration of the forces at work in the fabric 

of existence, we all run cowering.

I check the timer on my wrist. Three minutes. Lightning flashes and thunder 

rolls down blueblack mountains, of clouds like boulders cracking and crumbling as they 

tumble. Sky tears and rain gushes in torrents— falling every which way but straight 

down— wind-sheared drops solid enough to sting, but losing all surface tension on 

impact, ricocheting off the ground. The surrounding skyscrapers are visible only against 

the seemingly random bursts of light, standing on the horizon— ghosts of ancient 

sentinels— leaping out of the rain momentarily only to fall back into its misty shadow.

The surrounding chaos, however, is muted by anticipation. Soon I will step 

beyond my brethren, loosening the chains of time upon myself to become something 

more than human. A traveler. A god. Lightning bums the world from my eyes as 

thunder pierces my ears.

More than a little nervous, I glance down at the cryptic silver box at my feet. This 

is my time machine? Looks more like some iconic idol with its intricate maze of glyphs 

and symbols. They look like they might have come from some other planet, but I 

scratched them there myself in a fever of creative energy and activity. They look like they 

mean something, clawed deeply into each side, but what it is I’ve forgotten. My mind 

strays back to the timer, two minutes and counting.

Finally, after all these years I’m coming for you, Jane; I’m coming to bring you 

back from the underworld by staying your hand. Then across the river Styx we’ll flee,
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through seven-fold gate, and return to ancient forests beyond. We’ll start a new life.

You hear me? A new one. One away from all these horrible people with their insurance 

policies, their gossip, and their lawsuits— you obviously didn’t need them.

Jane, you threw it all away. You let the life ebb from your wrists like tide. You 

gave up, unable to swim. The memory looms on the horizon of my mind a billowing red 

cloud— dead green eyes and wetsandy hair plastered across shallow swaying breasts.

I feel a presence. A something

Don’t be foolish; it’s nothing, your imagination. Everyone else is inside, hiding 

from each other— from themselves. Conforming. I turn my attention back to the timer. 

One minute left, but I can’t shake the dread feeling I’m being watched. I scan the trees.

No one.

Windows are all dark, but this is closer to my skin. Like someone or something is staring 

directly into my being. For a split second, the man from my dreams wrestles my 

attention with his red beard, sitting calmly cross-legged under a bronchial canopy of 

sanguine leaves. He smiles again like little Buddha and disappears behind spectral wisps 

of autumn breath. Are my eyes playing tricks on me? Or is it my brain? My soul?

The timer beeps once, cutting my inquiry short as the small box at my feet begins 

to vibrate. I can feel it, but I can’t hear it anymore, drowned out by the whiz and whir of 

protons, neutrons, and electrons screaming past my ears as they’re tom from one another 

in the atmosphere. Darkness bruises space in front of me like an amoeba spreading 

outward as a tingle creeps down my spine— peculiar sensation of wings opening. I’m 

coming for you, Jane. For what are years but steady rhythmic blinking of mind’s eye?

Darkness grows to envelop me like an anti-halo. The world fades into
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nothingness— blackness, but with more depth, timelessness.

Habitually, my mind wanders back to the timer on my wrist. I lift my arm and tilt

my head forward to look. Nothing. No hand, no timer, no feet, no grass, no me— but I 

can still feel the ground. With a nervous pang in my stomach, I swing my hands together. 

At first there is nothing but the guilty sensation of fall. No light to see, nor sound to 

hear— void— but I’m reassured when a slight stinging sensation in my palms tell me 

they’ve collided and halted one another mid-arc.

Suddenly, a wave of gravity knocks me forward. As my knees are about to join 

my feet on the ground, I am pulled in a rising swell, back arched, arms and legs twirling 

outward as if someone pulled the plug on the world. I can feel it stretching and twisting 

me, starting at my navel and moving gradually outwards towards my fingers and toes.

I’m being ripped apart, atom by atom. By the time this sensation finally gets to the 

frontier of the outer extremities, I’m twisted in a helix stretching to infinite. I remain this 

way for an instant, but a relative instant, one that stretches. It could be seconds. It could 

be days. It feels eternal.

Am I awake, or is this a dream? How can something be so strange and feel so 

familiar? Any minute now I’m going to crash screaming into my bed, clawing at the air 

with raking fingers, shivering with sweat. Part of me desperately wants that to happen, 

but no matter how loud my soul cries, it is drowned in the rational desperation of my 

need for this to be real this time. I don’t want to slip back into my waking life and have 

her not be a part of it any more.

I’m so entangled in this web of thought, so immersed in a stream of consciousness 

of which I can only grasp bits and pieces, that I fail to notice the star I’ve been careening
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towards until I’m engulfed in a writhing glow of molten light. Then darkness— pure and 

complete, now closed in so tight I can’t breath, now exploding into fathomless

dimensions.

I try and wiggle my fingers and toes. Feels like I’m lying on my back. Eyes open 

like curtains to reveal the robin’s egg speckle of ceiling. I wonder how many holes there 

are. Success. I turn my head to the side and see the fridge, plastered with magnets and 

notes. I’m in the kitchen of my old house.

I begin to push myself up. Everything seems so far away, obscured by the 

dreamlike fog that inhabits old houses when all that remains are phantoms and snapshots. 

As I tuck my leg under my torso and push off into a stand, a scrap of poetry catches my

eye:

swirling embrace of Yin and Yang 

spiraling dance of something with nothing

moonchasingsun

dragonstalkingtiger

one is all and all are one

I repeat this to myself several times as I approach the fridge, trying to tease out a 

meaning from this cryptic message. But its simplicity proves to be elusive for the time 

being, flittering just on the edge of perception— bats in shadows. Nevertheless, I can 

feel their weight pressing down on me.

I reach for the handle and open, not really knowing why. Habit maybe? The light 

stays off. Weird. As the door swings shut, I notice a picture of Jane and me, standing 

next to a vine-enmeshed fence in the crisp glow of autumn sunrise. My mind swells with
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memories. Swirling among Sunday morning omelets, pancake dinners, and delicate 

feasts of flesh, my senses become a carnival ride with her frowning sadly at its hub. For 

the first time in years, old familiar heartache slips away. The digital clock on the stove 

wrests my attention as it leaps from 4:12 to 4:13. Oh my God, I’ve been wasting 

precious seconds. I hope there’s still time.

“Jane!” I yell her name as I take off running down the hall. I can hear it echoing 

ahead of me as I run though a doorway and bank right, up onto the stairs.

She answers with silence, not a good sign. My mind answers for her: she’s dead. 

She’s killed herself and it’s your fault. You don’t deserve any more chances.

I leap from this train of thought, tumbling nimbly back into reality as I round the 

top of the spiral staircase, tripping over the last step.

“Jane!” Why won’t you answer me? A frosty window, still blanketed in snow, 

whizzes by on my right. Something sinister draws me running, falling forward with each 

step only to be caught by the opposite foot. As I approach the bedroom, anxiety winds its 

weary way through my senses like strands of poison ivy, and I have to pause for a second 

to gather myself before moving on. I step through the threshold.

Habitually, I flick the light switch, but nothing happens. The bed looks used; 

pillows awry with covers toss-twisted and crumpled. Across the room, the bathroom 

door is ajar as it was left for me so many years ago. From the portal pours the warm, 

shadowy glow of candlelight, slashing across carpet at my feet. Silently, I cross the room 

towards the light, pausing only to notice a crumpled pile of underwear.

“Jane, it’s me. Please, tell me you’re all right.” I don’t know if these words 

flowed through the process of exiting my mouth into aural reality, or if they just froze
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there on account of my nervousness. Regardless, there is no answer and I have to force 

my foot to take the first step through the doorway. The flickering light casts shadows in 

the comers of the room. Some of it has splashed on her as well, collecting under her eyes 

and taking over the shallow caverns of her face while she lies there.

I’d almost forgotten how beautiful she was. Her sandy-brown hair shimmers wet 

and black. I’m suspended in the creamy glow of her skin, shimmering slickness on 

shadow-swells of breasts. I feel a pang in my groin.

“Jane?” I manage to stutter.

Silence. She doesn’t look away from the candle. She looks lost. I start to walk 

towards her and she looks at me, locking my eyes with hers so I can’t move. This look 

will haunt the rest of my days.

“Jane, it’s all right; I’m here now.”

She answers by lifting her arms up out of the water, clutching my hunting knife in 

her left hand. Extending her right arm, she begins a deliberate arc that will end with the 

knife lying across her wrist, a fiddler poised with a bow.

“Jane, stop!” I lunge forward in anger. “I love you. Why are you doing this?”

She responds with that haunting stare. My outstretched hand reaches hers just as 

the blade is about to finish its wicked descent. I can see her eyes shimmering in its 

polished surface. And just on the brink of that moment of triumph, right as my fingers 

are going to close around her arms and prevent her from slicing her wrists, she slips right 

through me. I watch the knife and both hands slide into the pit of my stomach as I catch 

myself by putting an arm through her chest.

There’s no physical damage, but the stabbing throb in my abdomen is real
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enough. I bring myself to my knees. Tears fill the well in my throat as I watch her draw 

the blade across her wrist, serrated swells tracing a thin red line through her skin. I try to 

stop her again as she winces in pain, but my hands just slip right through, and I’m left 

staring at the blood seeping from the slit and running in rivulets to the water, where it 

disperses in a billowing red cloud. How could she have felt so alone?

I watch helplessly as the knife changes hands, nearly kept from plummeting into 

water. Very purposefully, though with greater difficulty, she draws the knife in a second 

red arc, severing blue-ribboned veins in her left wrist. Twin springs of gushing red chum

the water dark.

The pain is too great. I can no longer bear to watch life drain from her eyes with 

the ebb and flow of her blood in the water. A rush of conflicting emotions overwhelms 

me. Save her. Run. Kill yourself, Romeo. I batten down the hatches and retreat inside. 

As a spectator, I witness slow turning and exiting of my body.

I stop at the window to gaze at snow-covered ground below. The yard, iced with 

a layer of gray snow, gives off a dingy glow, not white, but still blinding in its own way. 

In the distance, silhouetted against the grayness of the horizon, stands a wrinkled tree, 

hunched over like a gnarled old man, proud and lonely, drinking in the light through his 

skin. A faint shadow pools at his feet, muted by the threat of snow hanging in the air. I 

become so wrapped up in this moment, so twisted and tangled in this instant of time, that 

it runs me over, dragging me with it.

I must do what I would not do twenty years ago. Let her die. All this time I’ve 

just been trying to hold on— angered, forcing memories to life in heart and mind. But 

she let go a long time ago and left me holding on to the pieces. Her phantom memories
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have haunted me for so long. They’ve never let me forget. But what else is there? If not

her, then what?

Once I’ve been standing there long enough to forget I’m standing there, and then 

notice again, I turn and begin my descent. On the staircase I run into a more youthful 

version of myself, sporting a neatly trimmed red beard and carrying a tattered briefcase 

under his arm. Seeing him is like calling someone else by your own name; there’s 

something indescribably uncomfortable about experiencing oneself in third person.

“Jane, honey, I’m home. Where are you?” he calls, echoing my own futile 

attempts. “I hope you’re ready for a good ravishing,” he adds hungrily, but I can barely 

hear him in the ripple of this sudden epiphany. It stops him dead in his tracks.

As I walk through him— a shade— I whisper, “She’s fading, Peter. She’s fading 

fast.” The name sticks to my tongue as I roll out the “r.”

He turns in response and has that fearful look in his eyes. Can he see me?

There’s a pulse in the air, a weird tingly feeling that I can just almost taste on the tip of 

my tongue— like the smell of rain, pervasive. It mingles in with everything else, so 

slight you could only perceive it if you weren’t trying to. He can feel it. His eyes are 

remote, but with that spark of intensity to them that suggests his gaze is turned inward. 

Paralyzed.

“Peter, you’re wasting time!”

A twitch jolts his shoulder slightly and he takes off, running up the stairs to cradle 

his dying wife in his arms.

Should I follow him? The emergency room swirls before my eyes: blood, frantic 

pace, plastic concern, sterilized musk of the diseased and dying, and flat-lined blip
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screeching on the monitor. No, I have no particular desire to relive those moments of my 

life. I wish I had just let her die. That’s what she wanted, the death of her body. The 

cyclic wail of approaching sirens calls me back.

You bitch! How could you give up on me so easily? How could you give up on 

yourself? What a waste.

Let them go.

I can’t.

She’s dead now, and has been for a long time.

Was I not good enough? Did I not love her enough?

“Goddamn you, Jane!”

In a walking dream state, I step down the last bunch of stairs into the hallway.

My wings have been replaced by weights, giving me the hunched back of a road-weary 

traveler. Jane smiles from a mahogany frame as I walk by. She has apples in her cheeks 

and diamonds in her eyes. Fuck her.

I open the door and step across the threshold as a paramedic reaches for the knob. 

A surge of apprehension pulses through them as I step through their bodies, stretching out

my arms.

Peter shrieks from his mount atop the stairs, “We’re up here! She’s dying oh God 

please help me she’s dying of God oh Christ her blood is the water she’s dying.” He says 

this with his hair spiked in fistfuls of anguish, dripping brushstrokes of scarlet across 

cheek, face, and hands. He looks like a butcher standing atop an altar. “Stay away from 

the light! Run swim fly away from the light! They’ll take you Jane they’ll take you-”

His voice croaks into a mumble from the lump in his throat.
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The door closes behind the final medic, trailing a gurney over the doorsill. I turn 

from an opaque, stained glass window to an opaque sky. I lean against the porch railing; 

the grain of the wood presses against my palms. The sky has lost its blinding edge. If s 

thicker now, heavy with snow— oppressive— as though it were carrying a heavy load.

While I stand there gazing at the gnarled old tree on the horizon, the door clicks 

open and pandemonium sets in again. They’re breathing for her, attempting to shock life 

back into her, but she will never regain her pulse. She’s wound down like a doll after the 

key’s been removed. I know this, and so does he. So when the mob loads into the wagon 

with Jane, exiting with sirens wailing and lights flashing, drawing the morbidly curious 

out of their dens for a fix, it doesn’t surprise me to see Peter trudge slowly through the 

doorway and lean against the rail with me, meditating— controlling his thoughts by 

forgetting about them, altering his perception of time and space.

“Shantih, my friend. Om Shantih."

We stare into the primrose sunset, silhouetting hills and their one lone tree against 

glowing clouds for the last fleeting moments of warm light. He just stands there, 

oblivious, assimilating, slipping further into the depths of the hell I’m trying so 

desperately to escape. Thinking about going to her. Whether or not they’ll be able to 

save her, as though he’s already there at the hospital, standing with me here, picking up 

on bits of the future that I have already experienced as past. His hand leaps into his 

pocket. He removes a jingling set of car keys and glances longingly down the front steps 

at the green army jeep parked in the driveway.

He’s going to her. His eyes agree with me. He’s about to take that first step. As 

his muscles ripple in the split-second preparation for movement, I decide to stop him.
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“Peter, she’s dead. You can’t bring her back. I’ve tried. Just let her die.”

He hesitates, stops, and turns his cold, piercing stare to match my own. Can he 

see me, or just feel me, scraping on the back of his mind?

Why is he stalling? By now I was halfway to the hospital, swerving recklessly in 

and out of traffic to hunt down the ambulance. I remember it so vividly. Or do I? 

Muddled. Synapses misfiring in my brain. Void. Was it real, or did I dream it? Why is

he still here?

Suddenly something clicks. I don’t know if he finally understands, or if I finally 

understand, or what. But something just happened. Peter jams his keys into his pockets 

and walks back into the house. I can hear him pick up the phone and dial before the door

closes itself.

He’s calling the hospital to ask them not to put her on life support and informing 

them that he’ll be there shortly to accept her body, so he may properly honor the memory 

of his dead wife by burying her the way she would have wanted him to. How do I know 

this? I’m not entirely sure.

Her body was buried at the base of an old tree, where he could feast upon the 

decaying energy of her corpse with fingering tendrils of root. I know this because I can 

remember doing it, even though I’m certain that’s not what happened. The memories of 

the emergency room are so real— I held her clammy wet hand as she lay dying in the 

hospital bed, strangled by plastic vines and creepers; I reached down to cradle her, 

drinking in the wetness of the murky bathwater. Its crimson murk creeps across my mind 

until all I can remember is slashes on her wrists, and the blood-soaked water in the tub as 

I pulled her out to cradle her. But those hospital memories are real aren’t they? Aren’t
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they?

The door opens again, and Peter walks through it. Slowly, but confidently, he 

ambles down the steps, and gets into the jeep. The engine sputters to life. Headlights 

pierce the night as he backs into the road, stops with a scarlet flare, and accelerates down 

the gravel straight into the horizon.

1 am left, once again, leaning with my palms pressing down against the familiar 

grains of the wooden railing. Jane’s tree stands lonely on the skyline as he drives past, 

disappearing into the clouds once the headlights move further ahead. In the distance, the 

moon weeps through a break in the clouds and the first snowflake drops from the sky, 

landing gently between my sloping fingers. I watch it until I lose sight of it amongst its 

peers. I look up in time to see a curtain of snow closing in around me, silting all in layers 

of ashen darkness— timeless nothing painted with memories. A dream.
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The Hole Inside

The line is long, the crowd is thick, and the people are scared. More like sheep 

really. It starts in a sea of bodies swarming through a large, fortified gate. Many just 

stroll right on by without so much as a sideways glance; they just keep their eyes glued to 

their shoes and quicken the pace a little in an effort to stave off the moaning of the dying. 

I know because I’ve done so myself on numerous occasions. It’s easier to ignore the 

crucifixes and the individuals who hang from them. You can then more readily convince 

yourself that they somehow deserve what they get, as if there’s some logical reason that 

these poor souls should die such slow and torturous deaths.

I seem to remember that someone tried to rescue a bunch of them a while back,

but she was caught and executed publicly. They nailed her to a cross and burned it, and 

the thing that I remember most poignantly, is that the entire time she was burning, while 

she was being sublimated into the sky in a dark cloud of smoke, she never screamed 

once. She never gave in— never uttered a sound other than the one sentence she 

mumbled to herself like a mantra until she couldn’t any longer:

Sometimes you ’ve got to die to fly free.

When she was silent a while, and everyone was sure she was dead, a squad of hooded, 

white-clad enforcers doused the flames and planted the whole gruesome spectacle over 

the main entryway of the temple compound as a reminder of exactly whose will be done.
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It is still there— charred and bleached bones nailed to the blackened remains of a

crucifix, a scar against the late morning sun. Those of us who pass under this arch do not 

do so willingly. We are summoned and, having no choice, join the river of people 

flowing lazily along its path to the obsidian pyramid sucking the light from the horizon. 

Lining either side are pine trees and guard towers, respectively pregnant with pinecones 

and machine guns. These of course, are aimed indiscriminately at all of us, presumably 

to suffocate any hope of escape. It only takes one person to start a revolution as long as 

there are a few brave souls to follow. This is why runners are killed on sight, not that 

I’ve ever heard of anyone running before, but there must have been some.

I turn to look over my shoulder at the gate; in the hour I’ve been waiting we’ve 

only moved about two hundred yards. I begin to feel a twinge, like I should do 

something, I look up at the nearest tower, singling out one of the guards in a contest of 

will. Time stretches as the barrel levels at my head. Only five hours before I was asleep 

in my bed, wrapped soundly in the silken net of dreams.

I was up on stage and there was a man standing in front of me. I did not know 

who he was, but got the impression that he was sort ofpublic figure. He'd positioned 

himself at the top of a long staircase and was delivering a feverishly passionate speech; 

the people below were really getting fired up. I couldn ’t understand exactly what he was 

saying, but I didn ’t need to. I could understand enough to see the poison spewing from 

his mouth. It was thick, potent, and laced with the sweetness of lies; there was plenty to 

go around, and they were eating it right up, putting smiles on their faces to wash it down 

while it rotted their insides. I could feel rage welling up from within. Not blinded and 

leashed anger, but honest to God rage. Before I could comprehend what was happening,
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I was walking towards him, and when I looked down I suddenly felt the weight of the 

large silver revolver I in my hand. I raised my arm, moved closer and before he even 

knew I was there, I had the gun to his head. When it went off everything happened in 

slow motion. Blood sprayed on the steps— red and gray— the body crashed down, the 

gun clattered to the floor; all seemed to take decades in the instant it took me to realize 

what I hadjust done... a warm caress rippled.

"Sometimes you have to die to fly free. ”

"What?"

"You cannot choose your fate, but perhaps you might rise to meet it. ”

"What?!"

“It’s time to fly free."

"What?" The dream was beginning to fade.

“It’s time to wake up. You have your appointment today. If you’re late, they’ll 

send enforcers. If you run, I’m programmed to kill you.” She’s so cold. I used to love 

that about her. That she can remain so detached and still be so— she plants a kiss on my 

forehead and slides her hand down my chest— and still be so warm. I open my eyes to 

meet the hypnotic swirl of her gaze. She’s beautiful too. Most of the time I forget that 

she’s an android, my ball and chain. I can never really think of her as my wife though; 

something inside won’t allow for that.

Until now, Eve has always been able to pacify this feeling. She knew how to 

push every button, untie every knot. She knew how to ease the pain. She gave me the 

release that I couldn’t find in life, and it has made me her slave. So every morning when 

I go off to work in the mines, Eve gets on a bus and goes to the sperm bank with all the
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other “wives.” There the sperm is tested for anomalies in its genetic material. Controlled 

evolution they call it, an extensive breeding program that we’ve all been bom into— 

slaves to a system whose only purpose is to force the coming of a Messiah. Man came 

from God. God will return through men. And they want to control it.

With all the sex, massages, and meals, the Eve Model androids have acted as 

chains for all us, traps that we all fell for every single day. How else could they keep us 

working as slaves? What else could keep me living up here on the moon? Every night 

heaven. Each and every day hell. Everyone on the transport acts so melancholy. Docile. 

Distant. Resigned. The ride out to the mining site is never quite long enough. I think 

they all pretty much hate it as much as I do, or I hope so, but that hatred is but a small 

spark compared to the inferno required for action. But it grows— all day long while we 

risk life and limb to procure more fuel for more consumption it grows. And when we all 

get back in the transport for the ride home, the flames, being in such close proximity, fan 

one another; no one ever talks, but we don’t need to. In the drone of the engines there is 

no need for words, because every single, solitary man onboard has written in the 

characters of his face but one question: why! Why do I feel like somewhere inside of me 

is a gaping black hole, sucking all the life out of me? Why do I submit? Why do I feel 

so alone? When I look around the stark confines and solid lines of the transport, up and 

down the aisle at all the faces, I can see that I’m not alone. And with a few timid glances 

that work their way around, they can all feel the fire as well, but when we step through 

the threshold of the door, that flame is doused in a sea of adoration.

A burst of adrenaline brings my attention back. How long have I been staring at 

the guard? I look away quickly, settling on the backs of people’s heads, making a
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conscious effort not to look anyone in the eyes— the tiniest of gestures which, due to 

some intense level of connectivity, can convey in one instant the very things that we 

cannot even find words to describe: things beyond words, thoughts, even feelings. It was 

so stupid of me to forget myself like that. I’m lucky I didn’t get shot right then and there, 

for nothing.

A sudden commotion sends waves of fear rippling through the line. A small 

group approaches about ten yards away from the fence, a squad of enforcers leading a 

ragtag bunch of men and women to their destinies— bloody, bruised, and beaten down. 

On their backs they carry the crosses that they will later be nailed to. Cracks of whips are 

the only things keeping them moving forward.

I turn my head away and notice that the gates themselves are no longer in sight, 

but the temple isn’t much nearer. All there is to see is the lazy stream of people being 

herded to their destinies like sheep—just a muddied stream of people. In turning back 

I’m startled to see the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen— a real woman walking about 

fifteen yards ahead of me. I can’t remember ever seeing a human woman before, not up 

close anyway; she looks so soft. I’d certainly never spoken to or touched one before. 

Such an impure act is strictly forbidden. In fact, the women are kept in an entirely 

separate colony until the day they’re summoned. There’s a sparkle of rebellion in the 

brown of her eyes, and when she looks up to meet mine, with one unguarded glance an 

understanding is reached. There’s nothing to hear, to listen to, to say, just things to be 

felt. She never opens her mouth to tell me how much she hates this life; I just know, and 

she feels it in me too, but as feelings build on one another, as emotions rush and swirls 

and tumble, I am forced to look away.
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I look around at all the people and realize that I don’t know any of them— not a 

single, solitary one. Why? I turn back again to look at the woman. Her hair is short and 

dark. She towers over the crowd, as they are hunched and weary. I can feel the 

weakness in my own spine as well. But she walks as though she belongs here. Not like 

she’s eager to be here, but with some sense of purpose, like she was part of the very 

ground she was walking on— part of the moon itself. If she is afraid, she shows no signs 

of it. She turns her eyes towards me again, and they’re so full of life, so warm, so soft. 

Staring into them causes me to lose myself, and when I find myself again, I’m reliving 

the past, staring directly into a cold, dead pair of android eyes.

“You’d never kill me, Eve,” I heard myself saying. “You’re programmed to 

exercise my every wish and desire; I am your master.”

“Not today, you’re not,” she said as her fingernail elongated into a knife. She 

rested it seductively against my throat. “Today we say goodbye forever. Today you step 

into the fold, and when you emerge you will be reborn. You’ll slip into your new body 

and your new life with only the memories they’ve given to you. It really is a remarkable 

process.” Her voice fell on me like snakes. I could almost see the poison dripping from 

her tongue.

“What’s so remarkable about it? What’s so great about being immortal if I don’t 

get to be me?” I tried to back away from the knife, but she shifted her weight to keep 

herself above me so that I had to look into her lifeless eyes. I could feel their weight 

oppressing me.

“It’s incredibly painful. I’m told that it will purify you.”

“But why? What do they want with my soul?"
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“Babies are no longer birthed. They are grown in laboratories. I have seen 

them— lifeless little babies all lined up in endless rows of jars.”

“Everyone knows that, but what interest have they in me?”

“You don’t understand. Haven’t you noticed that there are no children?”

“Children?”

“Exactly, you were bom from a test tube. Did you know that? You emerged as a 

fully grown man about twenty-five years ago.”

“So they’ve taken away my birth. Now they want to take away my death too?”

“You’re like Pinocchio, not a real boy. Someone had to sacrifice himself in order 

to breathe life into you. You, in turn, must make that sacrifice.”

“Can I sleep for another five minutes first?” I close my eyes; I need time to think. 

You’re not supposed to remember anything, but I do, I think. I see flashes in my dreams, 

a needle in my spine, the sting of a blade, seeing my own head roll to the floor, and the 

cold, dead look in my eyes, like I was nothing more than an organic machine, and 

faces— so many faces. Each one reminds me of myself. Sometimes I look in the mirror 

and see someone else staring back at me. I open my eyes.

“A man should be able to choose what he dies for.”

“Foolish Adam, I already told you, not today.” She kisses me with her fake wet 

tongue and slips a tiny pill into my mouth. Its effect is immediate and I begin to feel very 

far away. I reach for Eve’s breast, and even in my hand she begins to slip away. She’s 

not going anywhere; I am.

“How could you choose to die when death is no longer an option? People don’t 

die anymore. They transfer,” she echoes.
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“This can’t be happening.”

“It must be. Unlike you, I am not programmed to dream.”

“It has to be a dream.”

“Oohhh. That’s what I love about humans: denial— so frail, so weak, so 

dependent.” Sensuality begins to ooze from every pore in her frame. It’s woven into her 

voice, which trickles through crimson lips with just the slightest air of song. She traces a 

thin red line across my chest, then licks it, growing further away the closer she gets. The 

odd mixture of pleasure and pain lets me know that I’m still alive. “We need a physical 

to complete your file. I’m testing your blood.” The series of test that ensue blur quickly 

into an out-of-focus garble in which every ounce of my concentration is required to

remain conscious. Then I fail.

The sun is out, and I can smell fresh pine mingling with the sweaty stink of fear, 

but I don’t really notice because I can’t stop thinking about her. I have to get closer to 

her, just to make sure that she’s real; but that, to tell you the truth, is an excuse. I don’t 

think I could stop myself. I don’t think someone else could stop me even if we both

wanted it.

“Excuse me,” I whisper to the alarm of the ten or fifteen people standing within 

earshot. They turn to look at me with their eyebrows raised in fierce question marks. 

Really, I think they’re just startled by the fact that other people exist too. I’d intruded 

into their worlds. Of course other people exist. I tear down my walls and hunker into my 

skin, wearing it for the first time like armor instead of a cloak. It is intoxicating.
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I can feel the weight of the sunlight and the embrace of the wind. I take in 

another deep breath of pine and sweat and exhale deeply, letting go of whatever it was 

that I was holding on to.

All that’s left is now, and somewhere in the spaces between the rhythms of my 

breathing, I hear the striking of a single chord— resonant, powerful, and deep. It quickly 

blends with the beating of my heart and the shuffling of my feet into a transient, swirling 

melody so energizing I can hardly contain the bounce in my step. I straighten my back 

with a roll of crackling vertebrae. It feels as though I’ve added three or four inches to my 

height.

Earlier, when I awoke from my physical, it was all I could do to open my eyes, 

almost like the lids were glued on by whatever drug Eve had slipped me. I sit up against 

the weight of the quilt and try to claw my way from the bed, but a profound laziness is 

pulling me down with gravity— I almost topple to the ground the first time I try to put 

weight on my foot; rather than trying to hold on, I go with the motion and catch myself 

with an arm on the wall. The clock on the nightstand flashes 11:11.

I stand up and turn to look at the bed, expecting to find Eve tucked into a bulge of 

covers, but the other half of the bed is empty. I turn and stumble into the hallway 

towards the bathroom. I can only tell where it is because of the light pouring through the 

door. It’s all I can get my eyes to focus on; the rest is all shadows and blurred light. I 

assume that this is my hallway, but really, it could be anywhere.

I only make it on account of my apartment’s complete lack of decoration. The 

walls are completely bare, allowing me to slide along them with my shoulder. The extra
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support ensures that my legs don’t buckle as I walk. I do, however, run into a little

trouble with the closet door.

Once I reach the bathroom, I turn on the shower and take a piss while I wait for it 

to warm up. When I step inside, the scalding water immediately reddens my skin, and 

slowly begins to sap what little strength I have left. I had expected it to rejuvenate me, 

but in fact, it’s just making the lights spin with my dizzy swaying. And just when I’m on 

the verge of collapsing, my hand shoots out and cracks the lever to the left, sending icy 

water cascading through my hair, down my shoulders and back, all the way down my 

legs and into the drain. I begin to shiver almost immediately, but the feeling is 

rejuvenating. It forces me to stand up taller, grit my teeth a little to stop the chattering, 

and condense some of the fog in my mind. I stand there under the cold water until I 

forget that I’m standing there, and when I notice again, I turn the hot water back on; the 

sudden change is even more refreshing than the one from hot to cold, like stepping into a 

patch of sunlight streaming through a winter window. I turn the water off, step out and 

begin to dry myself, wondering what exactly the point is. There must be something.

Sometimes you have to die to fly free.

I’m lost in this garden of thought the entire way down the hall, but when I walk 

back into my room I forget everything at the sight of Eve. She’s standing in the comer, 

completely silent, completely motionless. She doesn’t even acknowledge my presence, 

doesn’t even blink her eyes. I begin to feel that it’s urgent that I get dressed and get out, 

but I make sure never to turn my back on Eve while I do so, not until her gaze is hidden 

by the click of the door latch.
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I decide to take the stairs down to street level rather than the elevator. It’ll take 

longer that way, because when I reach the street, it’s board the transport and meet my 

destiny. Thirty flights of stairs are enough for anyone to lose track of on the way down. 

While I do so, I begin to gain a weird sense of confidence. I want to call it faith, but faith 

in what? I have no idea, but every rational cell in my brain screams at me for it.

“What are you going to do? Just give up and march blindly to your destiny, 

continue the cycle, transfer?”

‘Wo. ’’

“Then what?”

“7 durmo yet. Die maybe ? ”

You’re crazy. What good would that do?”

“7 dunno. It doesn ’t matter. ”

“Of course it matters. We’re talking about the termination of our symbiotic

existence.”

“What ever happens happens and that’s that. ”

“That’s craz”—

I quit listening to myself, push these thoughts down into my throat, and swallow

them whole.

What ever happens happens, and there is not much more that you can do than be 

ready to act when the time comes. Not if the time comes, but when the time comes. 

Somehow I know. I know that I’m not going through with the ritual. I can’t explain it. 

Here I am, last day on the moon, last day of my life, and already walking towards the 

temple and my destiny. The time I have left can be measured in hours, but for some
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reason, it feels as though I have all the time in the world. For the first time in my life I 

feel defiant, ready to fight for something that is mine, even if it is death.

Suddenly, there is a commotion, and I am shaken from my waking dream. We 

must’ve stopped for a short while, because I find myself staring into the depths of my 

own eyes, reflected back at me through the distorted ripples of a puddle. There is one 

word written in them and that word is NOW.

“A man should have the right to choose what he dies for!”

Without thinking, without even blinking, I take off running for the only woman I 

have ever loved. I don’t even look at the guards, but I know what they’re doing. My 

time is now growing short.

Three steps I count. The last three steps I ever take. On the first I’m sure that I’m 

going to make it. On the second, as others are shaken around me, I’m sure that we, the

downtrodden of humanity, are going to make it. On the third step, on the third step------1

set myself free.

25



Notariqon

I find myself pacing up and down the hall of my cramped, one bedroom 

apartment— back and forth between the kitchen and the bathroom, weaving my way 

through a small living room with two couches and an old lazy boy recliner right smack on 

the end. The couches are back to back: a three-seater facing a bulky entertainment 

center— particle board with fake wood finish— and a two-seater facing a tiny brick 

fireplace that really only heats the chimney and a wall full of books. Combined with a 

chair, coffee table, and desk, they formed a barricade between the two distinct halves. I 

usually just swivel the chair like one of those revolving doors to get through to a kitchen 

that lacks counterspace, largely due to the toaster, three varieties of coffeemakers— 

French press, espresso machine, and regular drip—microwave, toaster, toaster oven, and 

bread machine, none of which see regular use except for maybe the microwave.

There are no windows anywhere; I live in a basement, and my landlord lives 

upstairs. He detests sunlight. He told me this on one of the numerous visits he’s made 

through the back door of the apartment, which was really just a door at the bottom of the 

stairs leading into his basement. He also told me about his glory days as a pilot and how

now he is a writer of sorts.

I haven't yet figured out the dynamics of the damn machine; I ssstill use the two- 

finger approach. Incidentally, Bebop, you ’ll have to type up the lease, he said, gesturing 

towards an ancient typewriter. One time he came down and prattled on and on at length 

about how nice it must be to have a color TV.

I have cable you know, but it’s all in black and white. Sssex doesn’t sell so well
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and a will of my own— are subject to daily de-emphasis. But, what am I to expect with 

fifty-three channels of cultural reprogramming being pumped into my living room on a 

twenty-four/seven schedule?

Bread and Circus.

Spend more money.

You won’t make it through the day without the latest hair removal system, or the 

latest exercise equipment.

Wanna lose thirty pounds in ten days? Then ask your doctor about these pills 

we’ve concocted that, chemically, are remarkably similar to meth, number one drug of

choice of small-town middle America.

buy. Buy. BUY.

Send your money.

If you act now we’ll even mail you a coupon for a free trial at the tanning salon, 

because, as we all know, real sunlight causes cancer.

I step into the cubicle-sized bathroom to take a piss, still rolling on this train of 

thought. I wander down the hallway musing.

But what happens Clyde? Tell me what happens, please, when you become 

reliant on the programming itself for your fix. What happens when you depend on its 

garbled lullaby to rock you to sleep at night?

Clyde has positioned himself on the couch with a plate of frozen hor’dourves on 

the coffee table, beer in one hand, and the remote in the other. He’s sitting on the edge of 

his seat, eyes glued to the screen with the thrill of the hunt. Clyde, I can’t believe you

watch this shit.
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Huh?

I said, I CAN’T beLIEVE you watch this shit,

Bebop, ssettle down, it’s Elimidate. Please, you 're breaking my concentration.

When was the last time YOU went out on a date?

He never looks up from the TV. He just keeps staring into the depths of the 

screen, sets his beer down, props his elbows on his knees, and holds the remote in both 

hands as though he were in the midst of prayer.

And what’s he praying to? He’s praying to three drunk girls and one drunk guy. 

He’s praying to Pepsi, Budweiser, Geico, and Sony. He’s praying to MTV, NBC, Time 

Warner and Fox. He’s praying to men. Just men.

Clyde.

No response.

Mr. Rentmeister.

Wha— Oh. No thanks. I don t want any.

What the hell are you talki— never mind. I ’m leaving. I slip on my sandals and 

begin walking towards the door.

Oh, Bebop, by the way, I need you to take another letter for Msss. S— I cut him 

off with the click of the door shutting and locking. I slap my pocket to check for the 

jingle of my keys more out of habit than necessity.

As I mount the steps I get the impression that I am emerging from a dark cavern. 

The sunlight is so bright it’s blinding even when I squint. I can only with difficulty make 

out the shadowy, shifting shapes that dance before my eyes.

And so, with no particular destination in mind, I begin walking. I read
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somewhere that our brains are designed to run more efficiently when our bodies are 

active— something about the increased levels of oxygen. I figure it has a lot to do with 

the rhythm your feet pound out on the ground. It’s not long before I find myself 

humming silent melodies that sway in and out of each step. My breathing becomes fluid 

to provide contrast, so I surrender control to this symphony of imagined sound and let it 

go where it pleases. It feels as though I’m walking on one of those moving walkways 

you’d find in large airports. Maybe it’s the spin of the planet or the galaxy. Soon I’m not 

even looking at the cars passing by, the springtime women exposing their flesh, or the 

people that cross the street so that they don’t have to walk by me. I’m on autopilot. 

Wandering lost in the depths of myself, leapfrogging thoughts through puddles in the 

garden of my memory— here the shimmer of a lost love, there the ripple of an old friend. 

Instants really. Gestures. My mother smiling. Laughter. Faces. Strangers. Feelings— 

the dark realm of dreams where the waves of my consciousness sweep me further along 

into the vast wastelands of myself.

Here time has no jurisdiction. The air is moist and has the musk of decay about it. 

The sun has been replaced by a pregnant moon, spilling soft gray light that filters through 

branches in shafts and pours onto the forest floor, illuminating steely needles moist with 

rot. Large blue mushrooms feast on the corpses of fallen trees. I can see a crude trail 

ahead of me and decide to try and follow it. I take several arrogant steps and walk face 

first through a large spider web. I’ve got that sticky, tingly feeling all over my skin and 

I’m about to freak out because there’s probably a huge spider somewhere on my body 

when I remember one very important detail; there is no spider, there are no trees, there 

isn’t even a moon; none of this is real. It’s all a mental projection, a daydream.
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As soon as I say this to myself, things begin to shift. Some of the trees melt into 

streetlamps while the rest disappear. Buildings loom on either side of me. I’ve wandered 

downtown, shivering in the cold shadows of skyscrapers tall enough to blot the sun from 

the sky. Dusty streets and cracked sidewalks with grass and weeds growing through run 

ahead of me for miles. The ground is littered, despite numerous trashcans, with cigarette 

butts and wrappers, beer cans, and paper bags that smell like half-eaten cheeseburgers. 

I’ve never been among so many people, and felt so alone. Everyone walks looking 

straight ahead, or at garbage and shoes, avoiding eye contact, pretending they’re alone.

A low rumbling catches my attention, growing louder as I am approached by a 

sleek, red Ferrari, snaking by proudly, flaunting its curves. The gentle purr of the engine 

is drowned out by monotonous baseline and the hissing trebles. The sound is offensive; it 

pollutes the air. The car itself is offensive. How many lifetimes could I live on the 

money from that one purchase? How many of those starving children I see all the time 

on TV could have been fed with that money? How much energy went into its existence? 

What was its price tag in human terms? How many children have died in sweat shops 

around the world so that he could drive such a tricked out ride? Such thoughtless 

squandering— it disgusts me, but at the same time it’s so tempting. As I ponder these 

things, it slinks out of sight, dual red brake lights catching my eye.

On my right, I come across the large wooden door of a coffee house, Taozen’s. I 

push through and allow my eyes to adjust to the dimly lit interior. The aroma of burnt 

coffee hangs in the air, mingling with the bittersweet vanilla smell of the Nag and 

offsetting the scent of tobacco smoke. Old men in old clothes are gathered around 

chessboards and tables, hunkered into corncob pipes and oversize mugs of coffee. A
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middle-aged woman looks up from a novel, raises her eyebrows, and returns to the depths 

of her imagination. Here and there a few writers scrawl frantically in notebooks and on 

napkins.

The atmosphere here is different: smaller, closer— more humane than human. 

Ghmornin Lily, I say approaching the counter.

It’s afternoon, Bebop.

To the rest of you— maybe, but to me, I just got out of bed, I'm still tired, and it's 

still morning.

What Ilya have? she asks as I sit at the bar.

The usual, please.

Peruvian, black, two shots espresso?

You know it.

Are you sure ya don’t want to try anything different?

Nope.

What about a double tall toasted marshmallow mocha breve with a quadruple 

shot of espresso?

No, thanks.

You know ya don ’t have to be so stubborn all the time. 1 wouldn ’t think yer less of 

a man or anything if ya took a little cream in yer coffee now and then.

I like my coffee black, thanks. It tastes the way I imagine rich, tropical earth 

smells. I’ve already got my head in the clouds. This keeps my feet on the ground.

Okay, Fine. You can have it black. I’m sorry I asked. She turns and sets about 

making my coffee while I trace the curves of her body with my eyes, committing them to
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memory. Behind the counter, she’s taller than me, putting her chest at about eye level. I 

try not to stare, thinking instead of her shoulder-length blonde hair, but she catches me 

looking anyway. She doesn’t seem to mind; she cracks a smile and my gut reaction is to 

make a wild glance about the room. You know, make sure everyone else is still here, no 

one’s robbin’ the joint— anything so long as I don’t have to make direct eye contact 

without a facade of words to hide behind.

When I look back, she is conveniently turned in the other direction, busying 

herself with my drink. This gives me a little time to admire her figure. I’m just under six 

feet, and I bet she probably stands at about my shoulder. The shirt she’s wearing hugs 

her tightly, and she’s just fleshy enough to look soft and inviting, but not enough to be 

considered fat, or even pudgy. Just right in my book.

My problem is that I set my standards so high. As much as I hate to admit it, for 

me, a woman must meet certain physical standards before I’m interested. But that’s not 

so wrong. I might be interested in the way you look, but I’m not so full of myself that I 

could deal with having only myself to talk to while you just stand there looking hot.

With whom are you speaking now then?

Fair enough.

Lily interrupts me with my coffee. It’s her eyes that catch my attention really. 

They always seem to be telling me things words never reveal, things that words could

never even touch.

So what brings you in here on a Sunday?

Why, you did, of course.

You guys have good coffee.
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You sure it wasn ’t something else?

Positive. It was you.

Nope.

Bebop, that’s an awful long way to walk for a cup of coffee.

Not when I’m coming here for you.

Especially, Lily, when you consider all the other places I walked by on the way

here.

So, there is a reason you come all this way.

It’s you. Can’t you hear me? It’s you.

Like I said— a damn good cup of coffee.

You bastard.

She’s right, you dumb bastard.

Well, I guess this place has a certain character to it. You know, it’s got that 

whole dharma bum Kerouac thing going on.

A certain character? Are you— am I— ignorant? Lily, I apologize. What I 

meant to say is— can I buy dinner sometime? Teach you to snowboard? Read you my 

poetry? Wake up to you? Can I teach you to fly?

Bebop, you ’re lucky you tip well. She says with a half smile and a twinkle in her

eye.

I tip you well because it’s the lamest thing I can come up with to make up for the 

fact the somewhere along the way my wires got crossed. Because this body is a puppet 

and I can’t figure out how do get it to say or do the things I want it to. So I sit here and 

buy cup after cup and give you tips just so I can bask in the aura of your presence.

34



Karma, Lily, karma.

Bebop, you are so out there. Ssso— on the verge.

I know, I can feel it, but on the verge of what? You know. I know you know. 

Please. Tell me. Come home with me. We have a lot of catching up to do.

Hmmhhh, I manage to push through my nose, cracking an embarrassed smile.

I take the first sip of my coffee and things begin to look up before it even touches 

my tongue. This is the taste of history, the taste of all the back-breaking work the men 

and women of this planet have put into shaping the earth, and all condensed and waiting 

for someone to come along sensitive enough to feel all of the time, all of the random 

events that had to occur for this one cup of coffee to even be possible. All of the 

variables that lead to me sitting right here, across from Lily, drinking this particular cup 

of coffee, on this day of this year, with that old man sitting in the comer as a witness to it 

all, astound me. All of these thoughts explode in the two seconds it takes me to swallow 

the first sip of coffee.

Mmm. I don’t know how you do it, Lily.

I do.

Do what?

Twist my mind around the rings of your fingers.

Make such a damn good cup of coffee.

Well I- if you wait around a while I’ll tell you. Then she goes and busies herself 

with the crowd that has just entered, obviously fresh from church. There is one large 

family, complete with grandparents and grandchildren. They’re seething with negative 

energy. The children obviously don’t want to be here and the adults obviously want to be
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children themselves, free of responsibility altogether— altogether loud and interruptive 

intrusions into an otherwise calm and quiet cafe. Lily, however, deals with them even 

more sweetly than she did me.

And what would you like today sir?

Oh uh. Well, let’s see. I’ll have a double tall huckleberry moch-

Grampa, can I have money?

Judith! Oh, I can’t believe her, can you believe her? I've raised you better than 

that, young lady. I’m sorry dad.

You were saying, sir?

Yes. Can I please have a double tall huckleberry moch-

He ’ll have just a regular cup of coffee. Sssame for the rest of us. A couple hot 

chocolates for the kids, and everyone pick out a muffin.

Henry!

Edna! I’m paying for it, and I don't wanna sit around and wait for her to make 

all the fancy stuff. Regular coffee is fine. You can put cream and sugar in it if you need

to.

Sitting there, listening to people give their orders while I occasionally take a sip 

of coffee has a way of hypnotizing me. The words blur together until they have no 

meaning anymore— until there are no longer words to distinguish, or people to speak 

them. Soon, I’m no longer even sitting. I’m walking, and the depths of a forest 

nightscape have replaced the walls of Taozen’s. It seems to be the same path I’d come 

upon earlier. I glance to my right and look for the moon, but she’s hiding behind the 

mesh-like branches of the pine trees that I’m now surrounded by. Why can’t I ever have

36



a flashlight? One suddenly appears in my hand, but it won’t turn on. Just my luck.

No sooner has this thought bubbled up when I see a red light off in the distance. 

As I draw nearer, I realize that there are actually two of them, and they’re emanating 

from under the brim of a large black fedora complete with a long red feather. He’s 

wearing a double-breasted pin stripe suit and is busy twirling a pocket watch on a gold 

chain. With his other hand he leans on a cane with a snake’s head. This stranger is the 

first I’ve ever encountered wandering the wastelands, and he doesn’t feel at all so strange

The door you are looking for hasss no key.

Keys? I reach into my pocket and pull out a handful of minnows. They flash 

silver in my hand with light of their own, gasping for breath and flopping to the ground. 

They land head first and worm their way into the needles, disappearing from sight.

Impresssive, but that 'sss not enough. You still have much to learn.

What the ff- who are you?

A more important question isss who, my friend, are you? But don’t anssswer that 

yet. I have sssomething I mussst tell you, Sssefirot. You came here sssearching for an 

anssswer, a point.

Yes.

Well, I am here to tell you that there isss no point. He begins laughing, flicking 

his serpentine tongue in the air. There really isssn’t any point at all. He throws his head 

back and really howls; to my horror, his face, no longer hidden by the shadows of his hat, 

is my own. Except it’s like looking in the mirror in the morning to find that I’ve grown 

fangs and a fork in my tongue during the night. I look away, down at the needles— 

millions upon millions of needles. What does he mean no point? I pat the breast pocket
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of my lost leather jacket and pull out a pen.

There is a point. See, I’ve found one right here. I wave the pen in front of my

face.

He flashes his eyes at me and my forehead begins to tingle, just above the bridge 

of my nose and before I can do anything, the pen turns into a snake and bites my forehead 

and slips beneath the skin. I stick my finger in after it, stretching the hole, twisting back 

and forth, burying it up to the knuckle. I’m digging for the snake, succeeding only in 

pushing it in deeper in my frantic effort to remove it— and the laughter, the incessant 

laughter. It won’t stop. It howls in my ears like hyena yips, biting.

Bebop, are ya with me?

Whuh? I manage, trying to shake the dream fog from my brain.

I never left.

Oh, sorry, Lily. I zoned out there for a minute.

I ’ll say.

I was dreaming of you. Say it, fool. Say it.

Can I get you another cup of coffee?

No thanks. Let’s go some place where I don’t have to spend my money to be in 

your presence. Why not get a bottle of wine and wander into the mountains? I know 

somewhere we can get lost and never come back.

Please.

Aaaaahhhhhh!

Black?

Absolutely not— I hate the taste of coffee. Surprise me. Slip in a little flavor.
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Liven me up a little.

Please.

Don’t do it. I’m not gonna let you this time.

Against my better judgment, I reach into my back pocket, pull out my wallet, 

open it. I can smell the money. I can taste it. Blood, sweat, and tears. I want to flick my 

tongue in the air. I can hardly restrain myself. Suddenly the world begins to turn away.

I can feel it screaming through the solar system— through the darkness. Taozen’s is 

gone, and I’m left alone, still doubled over my wallet. The bills are green, scaly. They 

waver like heat mirages, begin stretching, twisting, easing out of the wallet like a python 

with a snake charmer, only I’m the one who’s mesmerized. There are three of them 

towering from within my wallet, each now bearing a set of ivory fangs. The middle one 

opens its ruby eyes, and it’s when I notice that these eyes are glowing with a light all 

their own that the spell is broken. Free to move once more, I hurl the snakes into the 

darkness and when they hit, a thousand more serpents burst from the wallet in an 

explosion of green and red light. Through the smoke I can see them writhing together in 

their frenzied mass. Taking form, it rises from the ground and as they wind tighter I 

begin to make out a human shape— first arms and legs, then a cane, a head, a hat and 

feather. Finally the eyes open into the familiar red glow.

What do you want from me, my soul?

Can’t have you. I’ve sssettled for the next bessst thing— your body.

You can’t have it.

Foolisssh Sssefirot, I already have you.

I lift up my hand, wiggle my fingers, and flip him the bird.
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He throws his head back and has a hearty laugh— a real hearty laugh. I wonder 

what could be so funny.

Sss-sss-ssso fuh-ha ssso funny? Why you are, Sss-Sssefirot. Youhoo are. Ha...he 

resumes his incessant laughter.

Fuck you, you psssssssycho. I walk over to him, take his cane, and hurl it into the 

darkness. See. I still have control. If you had me, could I have done that? He stops and 

looks at me inquisitively.

Sssefirot, you ssshould know better than that. I let you take my ssstaff 

Besssidesss whom, at this very moment, do you think isss paying for your cup of coffee?

This revelation hits me with a blow to the gut and I drop to my knees— wake up. 

Wakeup. WakeUp. You do it every day and take it for granted. Now, WAke Up.

Sssimpleton. He waves his hand and his cane jumps back to him with its end 

burning red. He walks over to me, and touches it to my forehead, right where the snake 

had entered in our earlier encounter. It starts to throb and bum. The pain writhes 

through my head, growing longer and more intense. I fall to the ground at his feet, 

tearing at my face. While I curl tighter and tighter into a fetal position, he looms over me 

and watches, then passes his staff over me again, causing the splitting pain in my head to 

double.

He’s going to break me in half.

Wrong again. I’m going to bind you inssside thisss tree. He turns around, secure 

in my agony, and begins to summon forth a twisted black willow. I’ve got to do 

something. Then it hits me. If he stuck it in, I can take it out.

I begin digging into my forehead— picking, prying, pulling. Soon I’ve got my
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fingers as far inside as I had earlier, but this time I don’t hesitate. I jam my arm in up to 

the elbow, searching for the snake-— anything solid to grab onto. To my surprise, it isn’t 

fleshy, or bloody, or brainy at all in there. There are lots of solid things to grab onto. 

Unexpected things. Tools of all kinds— saws, screwdrivers, and hammers, swords, guns, 

axes, and missiles, books, pens, computers, and microscopes. I keep searching until I 

find the pen that writhes instead of writing. It tries to slink away as I grab for it, but I 

reach in with the other hand and get it firmly by its tail.

I get down on my knees and pull, but it doesn’t want to come out, and I only get it 

halfway. I cross my eyes and look up at my hand and am surprised to find I’m holding 

onto the hilt of a very ornate, very ancient sword.

What ’sss thisss? He must sense something, because he begins to turn from the 

tree. I pull the blade free and feel its energy surging through me as it changes from snake 

to sword. Without thinking, I lunge forward and swing in a wide arc, slashing right 

through his double-breasted torso as he finishes turning toward me. As my blade sings 

through his flesh, the world turns back again.

Bebop. Are you all right? Beb—

Sshhh— my real name is Sefirot. Bebop is a nickname. Please, call me Sefirot. 

Would you like to go grab a bottle of wine and disappear into the mountains with me 

forever?

Bebo—

Sefirot.

Sssefir?

ot.
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Bebop, you are ssso out there. You can’t be ssserious.

I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life.

What about money? What about my job, my rent, my apartment? What about 

electricity and indoor plumbing? Or air conditioning and motor vehicles? What about 

cable TV? How would we sssurvive without TV?
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In the fifth century of the seventh and current era, there were two very important 

and unique scientific discoveries that are solely responsible for the current state of the 

universe. The first was the invention of a rather peculiar form of time travel. It relies 

entirely on a small device, not unlike a wristwatch (a pocket watch would not suffice as it 

does not have sufficient contact with the skin), and was stumbled upon rather 

accidentally by the infamous and bungling Dr. Baron von Vaughn. As is common with 

such devices, its inner mechanics are intricate, obscure, and mysterious. Many have lost 

their minds trying to understand the laws and principles which the device operates by. 

There is one sect that even believes it to be a sentient being. Consequently, it has been

fittingly named the___________ , a word that cannot be uttered in any of the organic

languages. ___________ is the answer to the only riddle more troubling than how the

device works— why does the__________ work?

The second of the two discoveries was more philosophical and theological in 

nature and owes its birth entirely to research concerning and speculation about the

mystical___________ . This, is the confirmation of the human soul, spirit, or mind (call

it what you want to call it, henceforth I will refer to it as the soul, as it is referred to in my 

tongue) as a singular entity entirely separate from not only the body, but the seven known 

forms of matter and the fabric of space/time itself. Although not entirely understood, this 

discovery sparked the union of theology and philosophy, spawning a world religion and 

government deeply rooted in the archetypal mystic beliefs of all the world’s peoples, but 

as with all of humankind’s loftiest endeavors, it ended in a spiral of corruption and
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blood. That was almost 500 years ago and since then we’ve learned much and  forgotten

more.

You see, due to the curious nature of the__________ , babies are now fitted with

the device as soon as their umbilical cords have been cut. This is done to allow for the 

maximum range of travel; while the device does allow you to travel through time, it does 

not grant you immunity from the effects of aging and the passage of space/time. For 

eons, the great worriers of the world have foretold the invention of the time machine as 

doomsday. It was likely, they said, that we would destroy the universe. This was the 

answer, the half-hope that they were grantedfor all of their prayers. Humans, because of 

some shadowy laws ofphysics, are, even with the use of a time machine, bound only to 

meddle with the events within the scope of their own lives. Mortality would not be

cheated.

Because the______ _____ does not, in fact, operate like a vehicle, it is somewhat

more analogous in function to the standard DVD remote, only beyond play, limited to the 

options of fast forward and rewind. Thus, thousands were lost in the beginning when 

they accidentally fast-fowarded beyond the termination of their own lives. To this day, no 

one knows where it is that these people go. However, the problem was solved when

religious tradition dictated that all___________should be fitted with a locking

mechanism that could only be opened by solving its riddle Then we would be free to 

examine the entire course of our own lives for as long as we wanted, before submitting 

ourselves once again to the warm sleep of death. I repeat, though we have constructed 

our own artificial versions of heaven, purgatory, and hell, what actually happens to the
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soul after death still presents a dark void in the light of knowledge. However, the answer 

is simple enough regarding people; they die.

Now then, are there any questions?

What a boring lecture. I’ve heard this too many times to count, but it must hold 

some clue as to what it is that I’m supposed to do.

Master Otep, how do you solve the riddle?

It’s obvious enough. You must speak the name of the___________in the divine

and silent tongue. I wish you good luck in your efforts. Seldom is one worthy to stumble 

upon the answer. Those lucky few who do are called watchers. No doubt some of you in 

this very room are not experiencing this lecture for the first time—

This is going nowhere.

Jonesy, if I told ya once I told ya a thousand times, don’t put so much a that syrup 

on yer waffles.

But I like syrup, ma.

It’s got too much sugar in it. It ’ll rot your teeth and we ’ll have to spend your 

college fund to buy you new ones.

But ma, I like it when each hole is filled with syrup and the waffle gets all soggy.

It tastes better that way.

I hear that the tooth fairy doesn 7 take rotten teeth.

Okaaay.

These were the days. Ignorant, carefree, and innocent.

Mom, I want catsup on my waffus

45



You don’t want ketchup, PJ. You want syrup.

No, Mom, I want catsup.

PJ, stop talking nonsense. Here's some syrup.

Yeah PJ, stop talking nonsense.

Jonesy, don’t patronize your brother. You are not his father.

But ma—

Don’t start with me. I’ll count to three.

But ma, look at him. He’s t—

One.

But m—

Two.

Conflicts were much simpler then. Do I want to know what happens when she 

gets to three? Not this time. Things are much, much more complicated now that I’ve 

learned how to holestep. I’ve been given this wonderful gift. But what the hell am I 

supposed to do with it? I try to change things. I try all the time.

I’m sitting at a table in a dimly lit dance hall, decorated with little glittering pieces 

of confetti in the shape of a bull’s skull, the school emblem. There’s a mob of people on 

the dance floor, but I am alone except for the two young women in slinking gowns 

approaching me. They remind me of blueberries. Plump, ready-to-burst blueberries. I 

do not know why.

Jonesy!

Sandy! Robin! How are you two on this, this most magical of evenings?
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Can the bullshit, Jones. It's just prom.

I know, but I paid enough money to be here, I might as well pretend to be having 

the good time that I was promised.

Jonesy, why aren ’t you dancing with Lilith? She’s getting sad because you won’t

dance with her.

Well Robin, that’s kinda uh...

Don’t say it fool. Just shut your mouth right now.

It’s kinda the point you see.

Fool. Now there’s the sting of the slap and the icy cold water dripping down the 

back and ruining the tux, the girls running off and telling Lilith. How could you let 

something like this happen? How could I have let something like this happen?

I go to the bathroom to try and dry myself off a little bit.

What happened to you, man?

Robin happened to me.

Ah well, jealous women. What can you do?

I dunno but that Sandy was giving me the eyes.

When I return I can see Lilith standing there by the table. Even if I were to try 

and escape, I would have to go there to grab my coat and wallet. So I approach her, but 

look down at the floor, pretending not to see her.

When I do look up, I can see the hurt in her eyes. I can see it streaming down her 

cheeks and causing her make-up to run.

Apologize. Say you’re sorry. Tell her you’re drunk. Tell her you love her. Tell 

her anything.
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I just stare at her, trying to look hard. Time slows down in the lock of our gaze,

and finally I speak.

I think we should just be friends.

Enough.

But if my purpose here is not to fix my own life, then what about fixing the lives 

of others? What about giving a helping hand to those peers I’ve seen spiral into oblivion?

So, Gerald, you plannin ’ on movin ’ outta your mom's house any time soon?

I dunno, man. I got this sweet new stereo for my ride though. It’s got a VCD 

player with a high-res screen that folds right into the dashboard.

Where 'd you get that kinda scrill?

Gotta nuther credit card. It was only a couple a thousand.

I look up at him over my bitter, 24-hour diner cup of coffee. He looks strung out, 

like a papier-mache wire-frame of old yellow newspapers. His eyes are sunk in and dark. 

Ask him about the needle tracks in his arms. This may be your last chance to help him.

How’s work treat in ’ ya?

It's work, man.

They still got ya workin ’ the graveyard shift?

Ten ta eight damn near every night.

Damn.

Yeah, and my ma is always bein ’ such a bitch. Never lets me sleep. Ever.

48



The waitress—her nametag reads Louise—approaches with a steaming carafe of 

coffee in her hand and an electronic bracelet attached to her ankle, the kind you wear

when you’re under house arrest.

Can I warm up yer drinks, gentlemen?

Gerald holds out his cup expectantly.

No thanks. I'm still good. I wave her off before she can pour me some.

She turns away and walks to the kitchen rather gruffly, leaving me alone again. 

Gerald at this point is more of a hollow shell than a human being. Stagnant— unable to

move on.

Icch. This stuff is nasty. Why do we always come here at night when you 're in 

town and drink this shitty coffee?

As usual, he adds eight sugar packets and seven creamers to his mug.

Tradition, Gerald, tradition. We've always come here for late night coffee— ever 

since we were kids. You’d get cheese-fries with a bowl of brown gravy— mmm, always a 

favorite of mine— and I’d get waffles, like this one here with blueberries. I take a bite of 

waffle and start waving my fork in the air. Ya know, it’s funny, Gerald. I grow older 

every day, and every day this place and everyone in it stays exactly the same. I dunno if I

like that or not.

I don’t think it stayed the same. I’m here, all alone, and you guys are out 

prancing around all over the world. I’m a night manager at the grocery store, and 

you ’re just about to get your bachelor’s; I just want to get the hell out of this town. I hate

it here.
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Now, Gerald, don’t take this the wrong way or anything, but, what’s stopping

Jonesy. do you remember the good ol ’ days?

Like the time you called me one night at 2 a.m. because you had a knife to your 

throat? Or the time I thought you were going to stab me to death in my own house over a 

girl? What about the time your fiance introduced you to her new fiance? Or the time that 

you and everyone else disowned me because I took the heat when we all got caught 

smoking? You fool, these are the good of days right now— every last one. Enjoy them 

while they last.

Yeah, I remember ‘em, Gerald.

I look down at my waffle, each hole brim-filled with sticky-sweet, smothering 

syrup. Mixed with the coffee, it leaves a bitter aftertaste in my mouth.

When the biggest obstacle was scoring a bag of grass on a Friday night?

My stomach begins to lurch.

And all we had to do to have a good time was drive around after school getting 

stoned out of our gourds?

Yes, I manage. We had the whole world ahead of us. And you still do.

Those were the best days of my entire life. My mouth begins to water profusely. I 

would give anything to go back. ANYthing. I can taste the bile in the back of my throat. 

Anything to leave this shit life, this shit job, and my nagging mom behind.

He ends his rant by stuffing his mouth with bacon.

I’m sorry, man, but you’ve got it all backwards. I get up and run to the bathroom.

50



I’m standing in front of my son, Matthew. He has tears in his eyes and a scream 

in his lungs.

Pa, he sniffles, I gotta booboo on my knee.

Which one? Let me see.

This one. He indicates a rather insignificant scrape on his left knee.

Well, boy. It’s time to say goodbye to your leg. Looks pretty serious. Find Max

and Bandit, tell them to wash their paws and prep the OR stat. We ’re probly going to 

have to amputate. And we should probably remove both of them while we ’re at it. Don’t 

you think nurse Lilith? Ya know? Preventative measure—I look into the boy’s eyes. It 'll 

keep you out of trouble, son.

No, he wails. It doesn’t hurt that bad, pa.

Can ya dig it?

I-I—I can dig it.

Jonesy. stop fdling the boy’s head with nonsense, please; he's so impressionable 

at his age.

She shoots me a cold glare and makes her way over to Matthew, who is now 

preoccupied with the ears of a very tolerant spaniel.

Is mama’s little man okay?

Lilith, please, it builds character. Stop smothering him.

Jonesy, how is our boy gonna be a doctor, or a lawyer some day if you keepfillin

his head with all this nonsense?

Lilith, I never wanted to be a doctor, or a lawyer and have lots of money, and look

where I’m at.

51



Yes, Jonesy. Why don’t you take a good, long look at where you ’re at.

Lilith, I got everything I need right here. 1 just want the boy to be himself.

Jonesy, where do you live? Where is it that you spend all your time? It certainly 

isn 7 the same planet that I live on.

Lilith, what are you talking about?

What am I talking about? What I’m talking about, Jonesy, is a two-stall garage 

with no cars in it. I'm talking about a college fund for Matthew with no money in it. I’m 

talking about no TV and a house without air-conditioning. You think we can live on 

faith? How is he gonna make money if he just lets himself be swept along?

I don’t buy into that life, Lilith. Right now I’m content with you and Matthew, a 

roof, a garden, and a word processor. It’s not like I sit around doing nothing all day.

I’m trying to secure a piece of land, a couple hundred acres or so. There’s nothing more 

real we can give him. Besides, what are they gonna teach him in schools that he can’t 

learn from living here? All you learn in school is how to play or not play ball.

Jonesy, he should be in school, learning addition and subtraction, chemistry, and 

history. He should be sitting in a desk all day lined up in rows with other students while 

the teachers pour their knowledge into his ears.

Lilith, you tell me not fill his head with nonsense, and yet you want to steal his 

childhood, his imagination. You want to take the magic from his eyes.

How is believing in magic going to help him make money?

I believe in magic. And how is believing in money any different?

Who would have thought it would be these moments that I would come to cherish 

over those I spent my entire life yearning for?
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So Jonesy, what are you gonna do when you finally get that thing to work?

I dunno, probly try and fix my life I guess.

And how do you know yer life needs fixin ’?

I dunno; Ijust do. Don’t you have any regrets Grampa?

No, not really.

I don’t believe you.

Life’s too short for regrets Jonesy. Sure I’ve made bad choices. Sometimes I 

even wish I could change ‘em, but dammit boy, I don't regret any of ‘em. Where would I 

be at if I hadn ’t made the decisions I had made?

I dunno.

Me neither, but it certainly wouldn’t be here.

But what if you could change only one thing? What would it be?

Ah, that’s easy, Jonesy m ’boy. I’d learn an instrument. Start a band. I always 

wanted a band, ya know? The girls, the drugs, the music, the fans— it all just seems so 

glamorous— so much better than being a factory worker yer whole life, ya know? You ’d 

get to touch people.

I look past the graying hair and into the sharp eyes of an old man hunched over 

his plate. This man is my grandfather, and I’d always assumed he was off his rocker— 

wanting to learn an instrument and looking forward to dying and all. I tried to aspire

towards loftier schemes.

I’d probly go forward in time—

What if you zoomed past your own death before you got to live your life?
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I only need to go a little forward to do this. Anyway, I 'm gonna go forward in 

time and write down the winners of a bunch of games, races, and lottery numbers. Then 

I’d come back and use my fortune to build an empire.

Ahhh, but how would you take your notes with you. Wouldn ’t you unwrite them 

all in the process of stepping back?

I stare into his wild birdlike eyes.

Grampa, I could just remember them. The soul is separate from matter. Don’t 

you remember the teachings— experience can only build on itself while I would be 

reliving events of my life, I would still be traveling forward in time. Resetting the clock 

on my life does not reset the clock of my experience.

Maybe, Jonesy, maybe, but that still remains to be seen. What makes you so 

certain that you'll be allowed to change things?

Look. I take a bite of his waffle. I’m changing things right now.

Yeah. But think about this Jonesy my boy, try and wrap yer brain around this 

one. If you can just skip past yer whole life and miss it, someone’s livin ’ it right? I 

mean, it’s not like you disappear or anything. And every time you bounce around, these 

parts of your life just happen? Tell me somethin ’. You think you ’re in control boy?

I have free will. Look. I wave my arms around, then stuff the rest of waffle in my

mouth in one bite.

Boy, you wouldn’t know what free will was if it socked you in the gut.

Do you hear what you ’re saying, grampa?

Now you listen. I’m not saying free will don’t exist. What I’m sayin ’ is that with 

your tiny human brain you probly don’t understand what exactly it is or how it applies to
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your life. Because you know, at my age, there really only seems to be one decision left- 

one single choice that is mine to make.

What’s that, Grampa?

I ain ’t tellin ’you boy. You gotta figure it out for yer self.

Yer crazy, I make thousands of decisions everyday.

Boy, you remember the old sayin Ain't denial a wonderful thing?

At the time I thought you were crazy, old man. Now, I’m just glad we had this

conversation.

Jonesy, what are you thinking about?

I dunno.

Liar.

Lilith, I don’t even necessarily understand what it is that I’m thinking right now, 

if you can even call it that.

I look down at my plate— waffles, soggy, limp with syrup. Lilith is eating 

grapefruit, puckering her face like she enjoys it. She’s eating it with salt and pepper. 

She just looks at me, and these are the moments in which I linger longest— lost in a 

subliminal language pouring from the depths of an open pair of eyes. I bathe in it, 

invoking most incredible and unexplainable longing.

What?

God, I love this girl.

Nothin ’.

Hey, that’s not fair.
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Okay, I was wondering what it was that you were thinking.

More silence. Should I tell her? Can I tell her?

Jonesy, what are you looking at?

I remember you, so glad to see you again. I stare at her for a couple seconds 

without even moving.

I...I can’t remember. I just lost it. Ummm...oh yeah, Gerald’s parents are going 

out of town again this weekend. We’ve been invited to a small gathering there. Should 

be a good time.

You 're impossible, Jonesy.

I smile and she smiles back.

You really want to know what I’m feeling right now?

Yes, she pleads with her eyes.

Lilith, I’m starting to believe that there are no words for what it is that I feel right

now.

Why do I always cop out like this? Why can’t I say it?

We’re walking a trail along the edge of a river while moon and stars waver in its 

blackness. The air is dirty, tainted with the sulfur bum of a refinery. I can see its flaming 

towers about a mile up the river.

Why, Lilith? I wave my hands in the air.

I dunno, Jonesy. People need their oil I guess.

No, not the refinery— this. I spin my self around and let my arms out.

Us? I turn and look at her. Her face is soft in the moonlight.
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Yes, but more than that, more than me, more than you or us, or even all the 

people in this town, or on this planet. All of it: the moon, the sky the stars, the solar 

system, the galaxy, universe, and whatever’s beyond that.

To give us something to do, I suppose?

Why do we need something to do? Why do we even need to suppose?

What else would we do?

Nothing. Why do we need to do anything, or even be here for that matter ?

Why not?

That’s exactly what I’m saying, Lilith. Why not? I look up at the sky. Why does 

there have to be something instead of nothing?

She looks at me. I feel it, and look back at her. Without looking away, she runs 

toward me, embraces me, and kisses me. I kiss her back. I pull away, then kiss her 

again, and again, and again.

I’m standing on top of a hill in the rain. It’s soaked the tombstone, making the 

concrete appear softer and more inviting. The grass is green and lush, providing stark 

contrast to the dead flowers I have just placed as an offering to Lilith. I look at my 

hands; they’re old and wrinkly. They’re lonely too.

Om shantih shantih. I’ll see you on the other side.
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