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PART I 

PREFACE
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Fractals and the Gestalt: the Hybridization of Genre 

 Retired National Basketball Association star Hakeem Olajuwon parlayed a unique skill 

set for a basketball center into an eighteen-year, Hall-of-Fame career that included two NBA 

Championship titles and numerous individual accolades. The mold for a dominant center, the 

tallest position on the court, had been established some decades before in the careers of Wilt 

Chamberlain and Bill Russell, who both defeated their opponents using superior strength and 

height. Even the more recent career of Kareem Abdul-Jabbar relied upon an unblockable shot, 

the sky hook, which was a development of his tall frame and unusually long arms. 

 Olajuwon’s game was unique for a basketball center in that he relied on a series of 

shoulder-, head-, and ball-fake moves, and spins and half spins to free himself from defenders 

and make easy shots around the basket. Possessing grace and agility rarely seen in a seven foot 

tall man, Olajuwon out-quicked his defenders, or so it appeared. In addition to exceptional 

speed and agility he also used strategic footwork when he caught the ball in order to give him a 

head start on his defenders. He learned his footwork techniques and body movement 

techniques not only from among the smaller and quicker players at the guard position in 

basketball, but from athletes in other sports as well, such as soccer and handball (Howerton). 

An athlete’s penchant for cross-training might appear irrelevant in a preface for a 

collection of short stories, especially when in only one of those stories is the world of sports 

even touched upon, and then, only cursorily. However, this urge of Olajuwon’s to stray beyond 

his position, to learn skills from other positions and from other games, and to apply those skills 

and tactics to further enhance his play at the center position demonstrates an approach that, 

when applied to other disciplines and mediums, can yield new syncretic forms that redound to 
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the benefit of the entire medium, whether that medium is playing basketball or the art of 

creating fiction. 

 The legitimacy of this desire to root around in various genres and forms of fiction is 

often met with the position of orthodoxy within elite creative circles that the literary and genre 

forms of fiction are incommensurate (Krystal). The notion that facility within various genres of 

fiction can inform and enhance what is often qualified as high literature or literary literature 

has made the rounds from heresy to, at the very least, heterodoxy. The trepidation among 

orthodox advocates of an elite, high literary form towards accepting literary contributions from 

any genre other than a realist character-driven story in which the conflict is psychological is 

based on a false dichotomy that pits literary against genre. In so doing, this rejection effaces a 

huge swath of possible strategies and possibilities in crafting excellent and meaningful fiction, 

explorations of various human situations and psychological narrative constructs that one may 

not be able to get at from an insistence upon a fidelity to realism. When genre is defined as a 

substitute word for inept or mundane crafting, this further reinforces the false dichotomy.  In 

this sense a more accurate replacement for “genre” would be “hack writing.” 

 However, an examination of what we are getting at when we refer to something as 

literary and the same procedure applied to genre can be helpful in repositioning the two terms 

as not diametrically opposed to one another. 

  The aforementioned definition of literary fiction as realistic, character-driven with 

interior psychological movement is too limiting a definition to get at what is the quality of 

literariness. Unless one is prepared to argue that the Iliad and the Odyssey are not literary, 

3 



since they do not feature a realistic or interior oriented plot nor are they particularly character 

driven, this definition is insufficient. 

 Other definitions of literature such as Isaac Bashevis Singer’s answer at a question and 

answer session attended by Richard Russo, “The purpose of literature is to entertain and 

instruct,” (Russo xiv) or Kenneth Burke’s “proverbs writ large” (594) come closer to what is 

meant here by literary, but these definitions are deficient as well in that Aesop’s Fables can be 

construed as both entertaining and instructive, as well as proverbs writ large (especially since 

so many proverbs derive from them), and while they may carry historical and sociocultural 

interest, the degree of literary quality one would be hard pressed to argue is anything more 

than suspect. The works of O. Henry with their customary surprise twist and implied lesson 

would also qualify for both Singer’s and Burke’s definitions, yet his stories lack the complexity 

and complications that we tend to associate with literariness. 

 One current notion of the term literary is that its definition often varies according to the 

fashion of the time, so that works are constantly falling in and out of canonical favor. In The 

Reader’s Advisory Guide to Genre Fiction, Joyce G. Saricks considers literary fiction a genre 

itself. She comes at the question from a librarian’s background and conceives of genre as having 

“identifiable characteristics and particular pattern of writing” (177). She offers a list of 

characteristics of the literary genre, including an emphasis on language, character, and slow 

paced plots that appeal to the intellect (178). This definition is helpful in offering up a list of 

possible characteristics of literariness, although not an exhaustive list. The move to define 

literary fiction as a genre unto itself is an interesting and helpful perspective, so long as it does 

not preclude the possibility of genre crossing, including the literary genre with other genres. 
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David Mamet comes closest to what is meant here by literary when he says that 

there are plays – and books and songs and poems and dances – that are 
perhaps upsetting or intricate or unusual, that you leave unsure, but which you 
think about perhaps the next day, and perhaps for a week, and perhaps for the 
rest of your life. 

Because they aren’t clean, they aren’t neat, but there’s something in 
them that comes from the heart, and, so, goes to the heart (21). 

 
 The qualities that make a work of fiction more literary than others are those which keep 

readers thinking about a work long after they have finished reading it. The advantage of this as 

a definition of literariness is that it retains the capacity to include the realistic, character-driven, 

and the interiorly acted without being limited solely to that form, which is largely a matter of 

current fashion. An emphasis on character-driven fiction would derive its value at least in part 

upon a culture that celebrates individual over other levels of social organization. Making 

character-driven fiction the sole arbiter of literariness limits serious fiction to exclude 

representation from cultures that celebrate larger levels of organization, families and 

communities over the individual. Making realistic fiction the sole arbiter of literariness limits 

serious fiction to exclude fiction that interrogates the notion that realism can ever be 

constructed out of language and still retain its fidelity to reality.  

Another effect of expanding this definition of literary is to recast genre as another 

feature of fiction, regardless of literary merit. Genre as discussed here is an entirely neutral 

term. It is the aggregate of forms that construct the rules of the fictional universe of a particular 

work, which can include, but are not limited to, tropes and formulae. In this sense, it relies on a 

strategy of creating a gestalt based on the deployment of these forms and conventions. To 

borrow Kenneth Burkes’ phrasing, genre is setting “writ large.” 
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In Poetics, Aristotle lists the elements of tragedy and delineates their importance. He 

gives a great deal of weight to plot and character: “the soul of tragedy is the plot, and second in 

importance is character” (51). Another element, spectacle is Aristotle’s term for both the 

fictionalized setting of a work, and, in the case of plays, which were the dominant form of story 

transmission at the time, the look and setup of the stage and actors. Spectacle, according to 

Aristotle, is “the least technical in the sense of being least germane to the art of poetry” (52). 

Setting and, by extension, genre is of lesser importance in serious work than character and plot, 

which is not to say it is unimportant or un-technical. The works discussed and collected here 

explore the range of techniques that incorporate genre as an important element in fiction.  

In “Literature as Equipment for Living,” Burke proposes a dynamic classificatory scheme 

that helps to elucidate the role that genre can play as an element of fiction, whether serious or 

not serious fiction, whether superior or inferior. In making use of Burke’s system, it is important 

to note its contingent character. These classifications are temporary and exist only for the sake 

of a specific discussion of story forms. They are not meant to function as permanent classes. 

As an example of Burke’s system, if revenge can be conceived as a strategic approach to 

a type of social situation, then from this follows the class of fiction that treats with this strategy. 

This would include literary and non-literary stories as well, from Hamlet to The Count of Monte 

Cristo to Batman. Similarly, one could apply imagination and speculation as a strategic approach 

and derive speculative fiction, or wish and escape and derive fantasy and romance. 

Where the strategy of keeping secrets and ferreting out those secrets is highlighted, this 

provides the genre underpinnings to suspense and mystery fiction, including the genre of spy-

fiction. Many of the works found within this genre are formulaic and escapist, not hallmarks of 
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serious fiction, focused as they are on the violence, knife fights, and car chases that mirror the 

continuous twists and turns of unwieldy plots. A few works in the genre, however, possess a 

greater abundance of literary elements. A contrast, for example, between the first chapters of 

Robert Ludlum’s The Bourne Identity with John le Carré’s Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy affords a 

clear picture of how one piece of fiction aspires solely to entertain while another can fit within 

the genre of spy-fiction and still aspire to literary excellence. 

Ludlum’s novel opens in 1985 in a Hong Kong entertainment district with a man dressed 

as what Ludlum describes as a priest. It’s clear he is not a Catholic priest or a priest of any 

particular Christian denomination. He wears white robes and a hood, making his religious 

affiliation unclear to the average American reader, nor is this a detail that is taken up later in 

the novel. For now, the reader is to learn that this holy man enters a Hong Kong nightclub. The 

chapter takes the reader step by step through the so-called priest’s assassination of the second 

in line for the Chairman position in the mainland Chinese government, who was in a backroom 

at this club. 

What’s notable about this chapter is how quickly Ludlum takes us into the action. Aside 

from a few general admonitions about how life is rough for women and children in this part of 

the world, written from a birds-eye omniscient third person point of view, few words are spent 

on anything other than describing the setting and the violence that follows. The writing itself is 

competent for the most part, although a few phrases stick as remarkably bad. Ludlum describes 

the priest’s eyes as “determined eyes, zealous eyes” (3). While there is nothing objectionable 

about having determined or zealous eyes, these descriptors fail to paint a picture a reader can 

recognize. This is purely a judgment of the omniscient narrator who wants the reader to have 
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no doubt that this character is determined and zealous, presumably about the assassination he 

is about to enact. 

Contrast this with the opening of Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy, which opens at a boy’s 

boarding school in some indeterminate location in the English countryside. The chapter 

describes retired spy, Jim Prideaux’s arrival as an instructor at the school, as seen through the 

eyes of Bill Roach, one of the newer and, most notably, awkward boys at the school. The 

chapter focuses on the boy’s loneliness and background – he’s been passed from household to 

household while his parents undergo a divorce – while depicting a budding friendship between 

the new instructor and Roach, based on the common cause of their both being loners, as well 

as Prideaux’s comment that Roach is acutely perceptive, which is music to the ears of a boy 

starved of self-esteem. 

While describing the nature of this friendship, which touches upon qualities of trust and 

loneliness, qualities that play a thematic role in the rest of the novel, this chapter also describes 

the gossipy environment at the school, including the students’ and faculty’s speculation about 

Prideaux’s background. He is not once referred to as a spy; instead, students notice the “bit of 

military in him” and le Carré remarks on Prideaux’s intense defense of the privilege of being 

English as well as his disparagement of China and Russia (12-13). The aspect of the novel that 

serves the plot in this opening chapter is sketched out and circumscribed in between the 

depiction of life at an English boarding school, which seems to be the main focus of this 

chapter. Furthermore, this chapter sets up a later parallel in the novel, when Prideaux returns 

to the boarding school after learning about the betrayal of a dear friend. The novel takes the 
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time to explore how this breach of trust has damaged Prideaux’s previously demonstrated 

ability to feel compassion for Bill Roach. 

While the attention to character detail at the expense of action is one literary strategy, 

an approach that makes use of a genre’s conventions for more sophisticated purposes, such as 

deeper exploration of a concept, can also be considered a literary strategy. Karen Russell’s 

“from Children’s Reminiscences of the Westward Migration” provides an example. A family’s 

migration into the American West during the early expansion period of the US takes on a 

different timbre when the head of that family is a Minotaur, the bull-headed figure from Greek 

mythology. 

This move accomplishes a number of objectives in leading one deeper into the subtext 

of Russell’s story. For example, the presence of the Minotaur in the West, and the established 

convention in ancient Greek stories that the environmental counterpart to the Minotaur is the 

labyrinth creates an extended metaphor that compares the West to a labyrinth. The West as an 

environment becomes a symbol of the American Dream when the Minotaur’s child joins his 

father in gazing off to the west and imagining the unseen world ahead of them. The story ends 

when the Minotaur, who has almost broken down physically from pulling his family’s wagon, 

speaks to his son to reinforce this dream: “They say the clover grows wild all over the West, 

Jacob. So green, so lush and dense! So high, son, that when you wade through it, it covers your 

face….” (131). 

 With this ending, Russell completes the effect pursued throughout the entire story of 

extending the metaphor of the labyrinth to the American Dream, and the fantastic nature of 

aspiration itself. The use of a trope familiar to mythology and the genre of fantasy, but in a 
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manner that allows one to reflect on the labyrinthine nature of fantasy in general. The 

evocative deployment of this genre trope applies the stick-with-you aspect of literary fiction. 

This literary application of genre conventions also informs the stories collected here. 

 One of the great masters of the subversion of the effects of genre to his own ends even 

while he distilled forms and elements of various genres to create new synthesized genres was 

the Argentinian writer, Jorge Luis Borges. According to Borges scholar, John Sturrock, Borges 

incorporated an exploration of the Idealist philosophies of Arthur Schopenhauer and Bishop 

George Berkeley into his approach to writing fiction. Idealism is an argument that reality is 

unknowable as a pure experience, and can only be understood through the intermediary of the 

mind. This undergirds Borges’ rejection of the realism in fiction as a false notion. To Borges (and 

to me) because of the intermediary of the mind and the imprecise medium of language, any 

attempt at an imitation of actual life is confounded by an individual’s unique perspective and 

the inability of language to correspond exactly with reality. 

 Borges does not reject the Aristotelian notion of fiction as an art of mimesis, however. 

Where he differs in this sense from writers who attempt to render into words the stuff of life is 

in what he attempts to represent. Borges uses fiction to show the inner workings and 

implications of art itself. To Borges, art produces “visible unrealities” (Sturrock 21) 

 This approach to fiction has allowed Borges to disrupt the dichotomy between the 

contemporary form of character-driven fiction and the more antiquated plot-driven fiction, and 

introduce a third form, concept-driven fiction. The simplest example comes from one of Borges’ 

shortest works of fiction, “On Exactitude in Science.” This is a concept-driven work through and 

through, possessing no specific characters, only groups, and a plot that is more an explanation 
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of the story’s reality than a movement from one condition to another, although it does possess 

that in a rudimentary fashion. This is a tale in the broadest sense of the word of a nation of 

cartographers who perfect their art to such a degree that they develop a map of the Empire 

that is drawn to scale and overlays the Empire itself. Future generations are less enamored with 

cartography and allow the map to fall into disrepair. In this work, Borges provides a conceptual 

comparison to the Idealist notion that the map – in the Idealist sense, the cartographer 

corresponds with our mental processes which allow us to perceive reality and the map in this 

case corresponds to the intermediary of language – is not the territory. No matter how precise, 

the map will always differ from the reality because the former cannot lose what the latter lacks, 

its intermediary aspect. 

 Borges’ story, “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” is another example of how Borges blends 

genres into new synthesized forms to enact what Sturrock refers to as “think pieces” (3). The 

characters in the story are Borges himself and other notable and contemporary Argentinian 

scholars and friends. The story itself has an academic feel as it relates how the scholars discover 

an encyclopedia about a country called Uqbar with its own literary history about an imaginary 

world called Tlön. 

 The story makes use of other genre forms, such as the conspiracy story when it relates 

that the attempt to construct Uqbar and Tlön has been the work of a secret cabal of scholars, 

including the Idealist, Bishop Berkeley, as well as making use of science fiction elements when it 

is revealed that the actual universe of the fictional Borges and scholars is slowly turning into the 

world of Tlön, which operates on Idealist principles, such as a language devoid of nouns or any 

notion of permanence except as an anomaly. 
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 Borges, who was an avowed proponent of encyclopedias, presents in this story a 

dizzying array of references that are likely far more than the average reader would be familiar 

with. In this sense, Borges makes the act of reading itself a story, a more active kind of game 

where readers are invited to use encyclopedias or other sources to understand the numerous 

references and how they inform, enhance, and provide deeper understandings to the story 

itself. While interpretations become less controlled in the sense that readers who respond to 

Borges’ invitation to this game of reading interface differently with the various references that 

Borges makes, the story creates space for an interpretation that “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” is, 

among other things, a critique of the enslaving aspects of language itself. 

 My artistic debt to Jorge Luis Borges cannot be overstated. However, where Borges 

limits the role of character in his fiction, my work here is an attempt to marry the concept 

driven with both character and plot driven fiction. One difficulty in elucidating this notion is the 

imprecise nature of the term “driven.” While in extreme cases, the element of fiction that 

drives the reader to turn the page can be clearly discerned, whether the suspense of mystery 

and answering the question of what will happen, or the tension found in character-driven 

fiction where what is going to happen is implicit in the character, and the only questions are 

when and how. 

 Rust Hills’ types of tension, as related in his book, Writing in General and the Short Story 

in Particular, clearly delineate the differences between plot-driven suspense and character-

driven tension, but he has little to say about plot forms that proceed in a less linear fashion, 

such as a mosaic style plot, where details are added to create a gestalt. Of course, my intent as 
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a fiction writer is not to reject any approach but to explore them all and understand the effects 

they produce. 

 Rust Hills distinguishes the short story by two factors: first, a short story is about 

something that happened to someone, and second, a “successful short story will demonstrate a 

more harmonious relationship of all its aspects than will any other art form, excepting perhaps 

lyric poetry” (1). This first aspect does not hold up when looking at the concept-driven work of 

Borges. Although in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” something does happen to somebody, 

specifically the scholars, who find an anomalous encyclopedia entry, the story is not about what 

happens to them specifically but what happens to the entire world by implication of the 

information that the scholars find. By Rust Hills’ definition, this story barely qualifies as a short 

story. Considering how this first aspect narrows the possibilities as to what can be a short story, 

I find it less consistently useful in approaching my own work, which is not to reject it entirely 

but to recognize the usefulness and effects of this idea as contingent upon the nature of the 

work itself. 

 However, the second aspect of Rust Hills’ definition, the harmony of elements within a 

story, is key to my approach to creating fiction. In all of the works collected here, each element 

functions as a contribution to the ultimate effect of the story, and on a larger scale to the 

collection. 

 Writing fiction that makes use of genre elements can also be dangerous. The plot 

dynamism one finds when working with genre elements can tempt a writer to over-emphasize 

this element of fiction, leading to fiction that is formulaic and cliché. Two writers have helped 

to clarify how this danger can be avoided, John Gardner, whose work The Art of Fiction has 
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become a classic for writers studying the craft of fiction, and Konstantin Stanislavski, who has 

written extensively about the artistic medium of acting in his book, An Actor’s Work, a different 

artistic medium I study in order to perfect my fiction, in the same spirit as Hakeem Olajuwon’s 

cross training approach. Combine the approaches of these two writers, add a theory behind an 

ancient strategy game from Asia, and an interesting grammatical move by Borges, and you have 

the beginnings of a way into effective use of genre and the hybridization of genre. 

 “Genre-crossing of one sort or another,” writes Gardner, “is behind most of the great 

literary art in the English tradition” (20). He cites several examples, “The Knight’s Tale” of 

Chaucer, much of Shakespeare’s work, as well as Gardner’s own contemporaries, Italo Calvino 

and Donald Barthelme. While hyperbolic, the point remains relevant that a great many literary 

works are examples of blended and fused genres. 

 These hybrids pose challenges however. The advantage of writing within the form of a 

given genre is that each has developed to varying degrees an extant body from which to draw a 

poetics specific to that genre much as Aristotle’s Poetics treats primarily with tragedy. With this 

set of conventions comes the knowledge of effects characteristic to that genre, such as 

Aristotle’s assertion that successful tragedies evoke catharsis through the emotions of pity and 

fear (50). Hybridized genres lack this greater tradition, thus the effects are not so established or 

controllable, but more on the order of an experiment or of a desperate game of trial and error. 

 This raises the question of what effect one is trying for. Aristotle’s notion of catharsis, as 

a release of strong emotions as a form of cleansing, is, perhaps, the specific aim most worth 

shooting for. While Poetics specifies the emotions being released as pity and fear, other genres 

may effect the catharsis through evoking other strong emotions. 
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 Gardner suggests an approach that mitigates some of the difficulty in working with 

hybrid genres, the use of concrete and vivid details to corroborate a story. Gardner likens the 

experience of reading fiction to daydreaming. It is, in fact, a form of guided daydreaming: “We 

read a few words at the beginning … and suddenly we find ourselves seeing not words on a 

page but a train moving through Russia, an old Italian crying, or a farmhouse battered by rain” 

(30-31). Too many details or details that function poorly can not only bog down a story but also 

make it less believable, however. 

The Japanese game of Go, in keeping with the lesson of Olajuwon, provides insight into 

how to approach the deployment of details as elements in a story to sustain the fictional 

dream. Go is a strategy game originating in China, although popularized in Japan. Optimum play 

is marked by moves that accomplish multiple objectives. 

This principle can be applied to the fictional craft through details that accomplish 

multiple objectives in a story. Here the psychological notion of gestalt also comes into play. 

Gestalt refers to the implied and perceived whole which the mind can extrapolate from 

incomplete details and complete the pattern itself on the basis of one’s expectations of pattern.  

This concept offers a clue on how to create the illusion of another reality. 

In Borges’ essay “The Postulation of Reality” from his Selected Non-Fictions, he offers a 

technique for implying a larger reality through the use of grammar, and offers as an example 

lines from Tennyson’s Morte de Arthur, which take place after a great battle: “then, because his 

wound was deep, / The bold Sir Bedivere uplifted him” (62). The use of the subordinating 

conjunction, because, allows the matter of Arthur’s death to be mentioned in an offhand way, 
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giving weight to the fiction by implying it as incidental to the main point, Sir Bedivere’s faithful 

care of his liege. 

 Stanislavski’s advice to his acting students provides an effective approach to 

understanding the behavior of characters within the postulated reality of a given genre with his 

symbiotic concepts of “if” and the “given circumstances” (53). To make acting concepts more 

meaningful to fiction writers, it helps to conceive of the mental daydreaming space as an 

equivalent to the actors’ stage, and the writer as each actor simultaneously, as well as the 

director. Stanislavski’s method was a reaction to the acting style of his contemporaries, more a 

form of declamation than what we would consider today to be good acting. Stanislavski valued 

authenticity over bombast. “Genuine action is well founded and apt,” he taught (42). In order 

to communicate genuine emotions and genuine actions required specific situations. Stanislavski 

believed that any attempt to act out a general emotion, such as jealousy or anger, was doomed 

to descend into farce (43). What he advocated was specific actions and emotions on the stage 

that were informed by the notions of ‘if’ and ‘the given circumstances.’ 

 In Stanislavski’s method, ‘if’ refers specifically to the thought about a set of 

circumstances that if they were the case would prompt specific actions and emotions that are 

genuine and germane to the situation, the ‘given circumstances.’ The cliché of actors asking a 

director for their motivation stems from this idea. Furthermore, these are circumstances that 

exist permanently in a hypothetical state, as conceived by the actor. For writers of fiction, the 

given circumstances are the starting points for understanding a character who is acting as if 

those circumstances are real. 
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 Combining Gardner’s and Stanislavski’s concepts of fiction as dream and acting as if the 

given circumstances are the case provides a way in writing effectively within both established 

genres and in newly invented and hybridized genres as well. Understanding of a character and 

that character’s motivations requires a fully realized understanding of the given circumstances, 

which include the rules of the particular fictional universe. This approach also helps to avoid 

mistakes that can disrupt the fictional dream (or at least those disruptions which aren’t 

intentional and serve a greater purpose), such as cultural anachronisms in the genre of 

historical fiction. 

* 

 The use of genre as a literary tool has informed the five works in this collection to 

varying degrees, including the order in which I have arranged the stories. The concept of gestalt 

and how a reader experiences the unfolding of a story resurfaces when considering the story 

order. Details presented in one chronological fashion produce a unique effect, one obscured 

when the details are presented in a different order. A thematic progression emerges, an 

exploration and transformation of the other, from the otherness of Paul’s sexuality in the first 

story, an otherness that is relate-able and familiar to a de-familiarization throughout the 

collection that makes the characters more remote in each successive story until the final story, 

where the main character is not even human. This exploration of the other – the outcast, the 

stranger – is also implicit in genre blending, so that technique and theme act toward a unified 

effect. Ultimately at the root of each of these stories is an effect that, even in the midst of this 

exploration of the other, resonates and makes the other familiar and human. 
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 Beginning with a scenario familiar specifically, but not exclusively, to generations 

coming of age in the decades of the 1990’s and 2000’s, “Hall of Fame” depicts the struggle to 

adapt to the changing cultural norms in the Southern United States, and the fall-out and 

growing pains that come along with these changes. The main character, Paul has been met with 

violence and hate from peers and intolerance and ostracization from his father because of his 

sexuality. 

This story follows the model of the literary fiction genre as described by Saricks – 

character-driven, with muted action, and an internal psychological change. Paul transforms 

from victim of circumstance to survivor and owner of circumstance when he affirms his 

sexuality as an indispensable part of the self in the upstairs “hall of fame” of his former home. 

His success in this matter contrasts with the failure of the other characters to accept the reality 

of who they are and what the world around them has become: Derrick’s failure through his use 

of religion to “cure” himself, Pastor Davis’s failure to recognize his waning spiritual authority, 

and the Colonel’s failure to come to grips with an insecure and unfamiliar post-Cold-War 

America in which his wife is dead and his son is gay. “Hall of Fame” ends on a note of hope, but 

in a muted and ambiguous way, as befitting the literary genre when the Colonel invites his son 

to take a swing with the sledgehammer at his crumbling security fence. 

While following conventions of the literary genre, “Hall of Fame” is also, in a subtle way, 

a ghost story. The inclusion of details such as the future gifts from Paul’s dead mother, the 

shrine to his mother and the proliferation of other Chinese symbols such as the statue of Kuan 

Yin, a Bodhisattva associated with mercy and kindness, and a dragon, a symbol of deep wisdom 

all help to sketch out the ghost of Paul’s mother, a ghost constructed from the Confucian notion 
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of ancestor worship blended with the Bodhisattva of Buddhist cosmology, one who has chosen 

to remain behind to help others to Enlightenment, but all reformulated into a Western context 

through Paul’s administration. His belief in her acceptance of his sexuality assists him in his own 

transformation from victim to survivor. This recapitulates the underlying notion of a ghost 

story, the intersection of spirit with reality, and the fruit of that intersection. 

 The second story “A Rough Bardo” continues the theme of the other through the 

hallucinatory frame of a psychedelic trip complicated with alternative religious, mystical, and 

epistemological takes on the nature and substance of reality. The title, “A Rough Bardo” refers 

to the term in the Tibetan Book of the Dead for the liminal state after the end of one life and 

before the rebirth into a new incarnation. “The fundamental teaching of this book,” writes 

Francesca Fremantle in the introduction to her translation of The Tibetan Book of the Dead, “is 

the recognition of one’s projections and the dissolution of the sense of self in the light of 

reality” (xvii). Timothy Leary, without a trace of irony, based his book The Psychedelic 

Experience on The Tibetan Book of the Dead, although transformed into Western psychological 

terms. Instead of a guide through the liminal stage of death-rebirth, Leary’s version serves as a 

guide to a psychedelic drug session, how to avoid, and what to do in the case of a bad trip, in 

essence, a rough bardo. 

 This story mixes genres with an eye to ambiguity: from Syd’s drug addled narration that 

mixed reality with his own projections to his problematic car escape with an invisible, imagined 

key, an element at home in a magical realist genre. That magic in this story makes possible 

something as mundane and objectionable as car theft undercuts the nobility of the religious 

impulse and destroys the illusion that this magic is holy magic. The ambiguity deepens if one 
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accepts Syd’s motive to save his friend and others, then that impulse toward the holy is 

restored. 

As in Karen Russell’s story, a Minotaur (of sorts) appears here as well, alongside the 

evocation of the story of Icarus and Daedalus, one that becomes a tragedy when Icarus 

attempts to soar beyond the limits prescribed for him. These mythic images interplay with the 

taboo nature of Occult studies, and place both Syd and Damien at varying points in the role of 

Icarus. The final image of a butterfly flapping its wings in and out of the handcuffed Syd’s field 

of vision recalls the constant shifts in this story between polarities – Christian to Occult, real to 

hallucinatory, profane to holy – and reinforces his death and rebirth from the colorful 

hallucinatory world of spiritual warfare to the drab and mundane reality of his present 

predicament, under arrest for stealing a car. 

 The third story, “Dirty Boy : Texas Legend,” allows the reader to listen in on the bizarre 

telephone confession of a disturbed man to Jon Favreau from an alternate universe where he is 

not a modestly famous celebrity. The collection’s exploration of the other kicks into high gear 

with this examination of a man’s failure and fall into a disturbed psyche. It is another example 

of a genre-hybrid with its mix of elements from the genres of speculative fiction, concept-

driven fiction, and literary fiction. The speculative, alternate-dimension aspect of the story is 

never explicitly stated, but gently suggested through the deployment of references to form 

another gestalt. The rich panoply of references gives this prose dramatic monologue a literary 

complexity that makes space for multiple interpretations even as it acts, much like Borges’ 

stories, as an invitation to the game of reading, an activity which allows the concept of this 

story to unfold on multiple levels. 
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Readers’ varying facility with the references throughout this story makes the act of 

reading an act of creation of multiple interpretive worlds, an concept prefigured in the multiple 

world interpretation of the central idea this story plays with, Erwin Schrödinger’s macabre 

meditation on the nature of light through the vehicle of an either dead or alive cat. 

Light was understood in Schrödinger’s day to behave like both a particle and a wave 

depending on one’s experimental expectations, leading to one interpretation that light existed 

in an in-between fuzzy state of wave-and-particle until someone observes it and defines its 

nature through that observation. Schrödinger likened this to the unopened box where a cat 

may or may not have been killed by the release of a radioactive substance. The nature of the 

cat can only be revealed upon opening the box. This anecdote led to many different 

interpretations on the nature of light, including one where the variable nature of light yields 

multiple distinct versions of reality. My story recreates that concept through the use of 

references to create a gestalt, yielding the possibility, through alternate interpretations, of 

alternate gestalt effects. 

“Parabola Heretica,” the fourth story, depicts a man in the mold of an Aristotelian tragic 

hero, “an imitation of persons who are better than the average” (61). The name, Tlönga, is a 

reference to Borges’ imaginary Idealist world of Tlön. The collection’s thematic move towards 

the other culminates in this story of a man experiencing such severe separation anxiety at the 

edge of the universe that he decides to end his life. 

The exploration into the nature of suicide and how it resonates within different cultures 

is an example of a literary sensibility mixed into a science fiction genre that also has comic book 

elements. The flat, generic names of the Scientific Community and Space Corps borrows from 
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comic books by using archetypes to render these institutions in broad strokes. The science 

fiction element of space travel acts as a larger metaphor for the mind space in which the 

phenomenological experience of reading as a guided daydream occurs, and the funhouse 

mirror that borders the universe indicates the distorting nature of language itself. In the title of 

the transcribed transmission is the term, Hierophantes Oneiropompos. The first term refers to 

the title of the initiator in the Greek mystery cults, Anglicized to Hierophant. Oneiropompos is 

an epithet of the Greek messenger of the gods, Hermes and referred to his role as the guide of 

dreams, which is to my mind a fancy way of saying writer of fiction. When analyzed out to the 

level of the reader and writer relationship, this story and the one before it become, in addition 

to stories at the level of an invented fictive universe, a metaphor for the story creation process 

and the phenomenon of transmission to the other, in this case, the reader. 

The form of the story extends the notion of genre blending. Its form is a transcription of 

a suicide note in the form of video transmission, so in the loosest sense, this is an epistolary 

story. However, the story also imitates a scholarly article as well in its use of footnotes, Latin 

numerals, and Greek terminology. This use of footnotes, a more drastic form of subordination 

than Borges’ suggested grammatical move, helps to provide the bare facts of the story in 

“Parabola Heretica” to create a gestalt effect that places the primary focus on the psychological 

state of Tlönga Mahbob, adding a character-driven element to this fiction. In terms of 

technique, the story is told in a mosaic form where tension is created through the gradual 

clarification of the character, the circumstance, and the concept rather than the linear 

progression of a conventional plot. 
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 An important idea relevant to this story comes from the concept of a fractal, a 

geometric form which can be circumscribed and yet still contain an infinitely repeating pattern 

within this finite space. The effect is reminiscent of the illusion of an infinite hallway one gets 

from looking in a mirror with a second mirror behind you slightly askew. This infinite hallway 

not only suggests the mystical experience commemorated in the mandala-designs in Buddhist 

and Hindu art, but is also a visual and geometric imitation of the flow sensation one can feel 

when writing at peak levels.  

The story acts as a fractal in its depiction of reality circumscribed at the edge of the 

universe by one mirror and another mirror at the quantum heart of all matter, a suggestion of 

that infinite hallway, while also recalling the wormholes in the story used to travel the vast 

distances of space. The distorted nature of the mirror that is language might still disrupt that 

transmission, just as variations in knowledge level and facility with the references from the 

previous story can disrupt that transmission. To complete the extended metaphor for the 

writing process, Mahbob’s suicide is a reflection of the ego loss characteristic of the flow 

experience. 

 The final story in this collection returns from the high concept form of the previous 

stories to a more conventional narrative that proceeds in a straightforward fashion to relate the 

story of Theo uneasy in his retirement and exile from his previous homeland. However, the 

meta-theme of the collection, a journey to the other, takes on a new form even as the narrative 

techniques of the story remain conventional. This new form is the relation of the story from the 

view of a non-human, in this case, a cat. 
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 From this story, the reader experiences a similar world to what we might expect from 

reality, but from an alien perspective. The use of elements such as the dreams of hunting with 

ancestors, drinking from sacred wells, and prophesying are all features of fantasy fiction. The 

fantasy elements in this story serve to place Theo in an alternate culture alongside his status as 

alternate species. However titles such as The Summer Kingdom of the Endless Hunt or the 

recurrent fantasy and mythological trope of drinking from a sacred well, most prominent in 

Holy Grail stories and the Norse myth of Odin’s trade of his eye for the chance to drink from 

Mimir’s Well, serve to resituate Theo’s cat culture into the vast and varied tapestry of 

humanity’s collective cultures. 

  Comic and absurdist elements manifest in this story in Theo’s hapless war with the 

Brute and Theo’s mannered speech. This is the third straight story in this collection in which I 

make use of elevated diction, but towards a different effect than the effects of the technique 

from the other two stories (to supply a sense of gravitas in Tlönga Mahbob’s character and a 

sense of pretentiousness in the case of the narrator of “Dirty Boy : Texas Legend”). 

The sketched-out story of the failing marriage between Feeder Chief and Queen Feeder 

adds a story within the story that is literary in nature in the sense that the dissolution of a 

marriage disrupts the entire community – in this case both animal and human. This move adds 

to the literary quality of a larger story about the impossibility of making a complete return, 

which Theo discovers when he returns to his old kingdom. The use of incomplete information in 

describing the failing marriage again achieves the suggestion of a larger reality through a gestalt 

effect. 
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My collection ends with Theo and Feeder Chief driving past their current, and soon to be 

old, home into the dark unknown that is the future, but as changed entities. This is to me the 

ultimate effect of serious literature, that both the writer’s and reader’s interaction changes us. 

Genre choices merely allow specific ways for our stories to unfold, but regardless of genre, this 

stick-with-you quality that marks serious fiction is what achieves the change in writer and in 

reader. Thus, I invite you to partake in my game of reading with the sincere hope that these 

works will stick with you and keep you thinking of them long after you’ve put the words away. 

Bon voyage and many returns. 
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PART II 

ORIGINAL STORIES
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Hall of Fame  

The Colonel’s phone call had been unexpected and short, and Paul could only hope the 

invitation signaled a thaw in their relationship. “This weekend,” the Colonel had said, “Past time 

you’ve been down to see me.” 

Eight months banished from the Colonel’s home, five of these spent recovering from a 

hate crime, Paul had tried to avoid any thought of his father alone in that house because that 

would remind Paul that he, too, was helpless, and thoughts like these jeopardized his recovery. 

But now, finally, an entire day alone, the Colonel and Paul, together. 

And of course things would have changed upon his return that August morning. That 

much was inevitable and to be expected. But what Paul took in at the entrance to the Colonel’s 

walled-in home rattled him. 

The missing gate, the crumpled masonry around the gatepost, the pickaxe and 

sledgehammer cast aside in the yard – the whole reek of negligence – this was not the father 

Paul knew, a Cold War veteran of who-knew-how-many clandestine operations, Military 

Intelligence  Corps, Cryptanalysis Division (504th Brigade, ret.), Republican, proud Patriot and 

rabid political talk-radio aficionado. The Colonel Paul knew would never leave his post 

unsecured. 

And if Mom were still alive, she’d have something to say about it, Paul thought. Dad 

might be ridiculous about security, but Mom was Hard Core. Concentric perimeters of 

electrified wire stretched at varying heights around the brick-walled fence, motion detectors 

outside to trigger bright halogen lights and inside to set off one truly hideous and shrieking 

alarm, thorn bushes planted beneath each window, which were themselves reinforced so their 
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glass might shatter but never break through, and if intruders tried getting in that way they’d 

have to pick out every tiny shard one by one – these were just a few instances of his mother’s 

magic and paranoid touch. 

The Colonel’s principle contributions were the shotgun he kept behind their bedroom 

door, the pistol he kept in the drawer of his nightstand, and the occasional suggestion he 

couldn’t keep from blurting out that what they really needed were retina scanners and 

retractable lawn spikes, suggestions Paul had hoped were jokes. 

“The only one getting in my house unannounced,” Paul’s mother was fond of saying, 

before the cancer stole her voice, “is Jesus come again.” 

Paul steered the hatchback up the driveway and scanned the yard for further slippage. 

Nothing else appeared any different from what he would expect: the lawn, neatly trimmed as 

always, the bushes pruned into an even wall around the house, interrupted at intervals by 

Mom’s thorn bushes. Ranks of white and red pansies stretched out from a sea of bluebonnets, 

themselves dotted with island clusters of additional white pansies. The whole bed of flowers 

screamed America! and circled the wall of bushes around the house like a moat for Fortress 

Liberty. No weed encroached upon this waving tranquility, a further testament to the Colonel’s 

continuous mission to check this world against the forces of chaos and decay, which was what 

made the abandoned gate-repair strike such a dissonant chord. 

Paul parked and peeled himself from the vinyl seat of his un-air-conditioned car. The 

shocks creaked in protest at his weight, and the frame eased off the tires. He wiped the sweat 

from his forehead and waved the hem of his t-shirt back and forth to fan the air against his 

chest. He stretched and stamped the circulation back into his legs. Weeks ago, Paul had 
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dispensed with the cane, a souvenir from his attack, and could now walk to the front door 

without any suggestion of a limp, but dread sunk his stomach and seared a bilious trail up the 

back of his throat once he reached the Colonel’s door. It opened at a touch. 

The air conditioner chilled Paul through his sweat-soaked shirt. He had to blink his eyes 

several times in order to segue from the brightness outside to the darkness of the hallway. A 

sheathed saber hung horizontally across one wall, an artifact from the Korean War (passed on 

to the Colonel from Paul’s great uncle). Beneath the sword was a small black-and-white photo, 

simply framed, of a pre-Colonel version of Paul’s father in his West Point greys, and beside it, 

another photo of him, older this time, and decked in color and all his Colonel glory, shaking 

hands with Norman Schwarzkopf, whose signature scrawled across the bottom of the photo. 

Since neither Paul nor his older brother, Matt, were martially inclined, the military legacy had 

ended with the Colonel. 

On the opposite wall hung a huge, ornate-framed still-life of violets in a vase. Paul 

shouldn’t have been surprised his father had chosen something so bland to replace the family 

portrait – the last one made when the cancer had yet to invade his mother and Matt had yet to 

flee to Europe – but he was. He’d expected some changes upon his return. So far they were the 

wrong kind.  

“Hey, Dad, it’s just me,” Paul closed the door behind him. “You know you really should 

keep your door locked.” 

Faintly, from beyond the other end of the hallway came the high pitched whirr of what 

had to be a blender, and Paul’s father’s muffled voice, “In the kitchen.” 
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Before Paul reached the end of the hallway, he caught the rich smell of cooking meat. 

The blender stopped, replaced by the crackle and hiss of frying bacon. In the kitchen, bright and 

airy from the large bay windows that made up its far wall, the Colonel, bedecked in an apron 

and flannelled shirt with rolled up sleeves, leaned over a cutting board and quartered a 

cantaloupe with quick percussive cuts. A compact, barrel-chested man, the Colonel looked 

hardly different upon first glance from the man in the hallway photos, except, as he liked to say, 

with whiter hair and far less of it. The eyeglasses perched on the end of the Colonel’s nose 

flashed in the light when he looked up at Paul and smiled, and the difference between the 

younger men’s smooth faces in the photos and his father’s fleshier, wrinkled one became clear. 

“Mimosa smoothies.” The Colonel stabbed the knife at the blender beside the sink. “Want 

some?” 

Paul walked around the kitchen island and hugged his father, who dropped the knife, 

and stepped back, but then patted Paul lightly on his shoulder once the inescapability of the 

hug became apparent. The Colonel cleared his throat, and Paul released him but then couldn’t 

resist lecturing the Colonel about the unlocked door in a big, frightening city, even if this was 

the suburbs. “Especially with the gate down. What happened?” 

The Colonel held Paul away from him by the shoulders. The crow’s feet around his eyes 

and the pursed full lips allowed him to achieve an expression caught somewhere between a 

wince and a smile. “Knew you were coming,” he said. 

“And the gate?” Paul said, “What happened to the gate?” 
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“That?” The Colonel returned to the cantaloupe and pivoted the knife around the seeds. 

His foot had slipped, hit the gas, and he’d backed right into the gate. “And you should have 

seen what it did to my car. Stupidest thing.” 

On the island countertop around the cutting board sat an assortment of covered dishes. 

The Colonel began to lift each lid and announce the contents beneath in an exaggerated 

southern accent: “Bacon fried up just right, not undercooked, but not so crisp it tastes like 

dust”; “Hash browns griddled up crispy, mixed with onions and mushrooms that have been 

lightly sautéed in olive oil”; “French toast cooked so that its center is ever so slightly gooey and 

dusted in the finest of sugars.” The Colonel had made them a feast, about everything you could 

imagine as a breakfast food.  “My boy’s come home,” he said when they sat down at the 

overladen table, “Must have a feast.” 

But Paul wondered if his father wasn’t overcompensating with this opportunity to cook 

for more than one. Is this why he had invited Paul over? Was the Colonel lonely? 

* 

Over the course of the meal, they spoke of the Cowboys’ upcoming season – both were 

cautiously optimistic – and Emmitt Smith’s impending Hall of Fame induction and past Cowboy 

greats. “Never could stomach a Navy man, but wasn’t that Staubach a son of a gun!” The 

Colonel interrogated Paul about his health, and were they letting him make up the classwork 

he’d missed while in the hospital. Paul was fine, fully healed, and yes, they let him make up the 

work. His grades were good.  

They tried politics, or the Colonel tried. It was on Paul before he knew what had 

happened. They had just finished the meal and pushed their chairs out, turned towards the bay 
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windows, and sat back. The Colonel pointed out the window at the banzai tree that had been 

one of his wife’s favorite projects. A blue jay had landed on top of it. He launched into a speech 

about the beautiful day, a speech which morphed into a paean to the resiliency of Nature-with-

a-capital-N: “She’s one tough cookie. Takes a beating with all our wars and industry and can still 

make a day like this. Beautiful.” – this in turn led to a wild conspiracy that Obama had planned 

the BP oil spill in order to regulate oil production out of existence in this country. 

“What?!” Paul said, “You’ve been listening to Limbaugh again, haven’t you?” 

“The fishes aren’t stupid, Paul. They smell the oil, they’re swimming away, not into the 

spill like they show on those propaganda commercials with the ducks.” The Colonel pounded 

the table and the dishes rattled. “This thing will get fixed in no time, you’ll see.”  

Paul watched the blue jay bury its head in the leaves of the banzai and tried to keep 

from saying anything. He hadn’t come back to the Colonel’s house after all this time away just 

to fight about politics. 

The Colonel tilted back his glass and stuck his tongue in to get at the last of the 

smoothie then slammed it down so hard on the table it made Paul jump. “So, Pastor Davis will 

be coming by for dinner tonight.” 

“Since when do you go to church?” Paul said after he’d recovered. Paul’s father had quit 

going after the funeral and hadn’t spared a word for God since, at least not in Paul’s presence. 

“I started back up when you were in the hospital. That’s all.” The Colonel walked behind 

Paul and slapped hard on his shoulders and spoke of chores, as in Paul should now help the 

Colonel with some work around the house before Emmitt Smith’s induction. It wasn’t a 

question. 
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Breakfast and the conversation were over then. Bringing up the subject of the Colonel’s 

religious activities again would be viewed as disrespectful, and the Colonel would brook no 

disrespect. But Paul thought it was an odd mix: Pastor Davis, the Colonel, and Paul. 

He pictured himself as a fish swimming along in the Gulf. A great black cloud billowed 

down onto him. You never see it coming, he thought. It’s on you before you know it. 

* 

Paul’s chore was to clean up the hallway between his old room and his brother’s, 

upstairs, and to clear out the hallway closet; Paul could take what he wanted to keep, but give 

the rest to Goodwill. These were the Colonel’s orders. 

The conversation with Dad had gone well, mostly, Paul thought, except the Colonel’s 

patented subject-change evasion that he’d disguise as an order. But it hadn’t been as awkward 

as Paul had thought it would be. Nonetheless, despite all the topics they managed to cover, the 

one topic they had failed to discuss, the one topic they always failed to discuss, was the one 

topic Paul most wanted to talk about: the real reason why his father had moved Paul out of the 

house, that he had learned that Paul liked men. Sexually. 

But, as ever, Paul was afraid to bring up the subject, terrified of what the Colonel might 

say, and the Colonel would never bring it up on his own. The Colonel rarely spoke about the 

serious and the immediate, and when he did, he would, at best, be terse and cryptic. Mom had 

been the one to address problems and mete out discipline. The Colonel could go on and on 

about far-removed, abstract, or innocuously mundane subjects, but he believed it was bad form 

to articulate any real problems. He detested outbursts and uncontrolled emotional displays. 

The best form of communication for matters such as these was of the most nuanced and 
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circumspect variety. That constant sense of limbo resultant from the Colonel’s strategically 

deployed policy of passive aggression had always frustrated Paul. 

After the Colonel had discovered the pornography on Paul’s computer, he never said a 

word about it. The only indication Paul had that he had inadvertently come out to his father 

was the webpage left open on the screen of a naked man on all fours, cheeks spread wide. The 

Colonel was not in the habit of coming upstairs when Paul had lived with him, but Paul was 

certain he hadn’t left that page up himself. The Colonel’s ensuing gruffness and silence spoke 

volumes. Two weeks later, the Colonel suggested that it was time for Paul to move out, live on 

his own, go back and finish college. 

“This is because of what you found on my computer?” Paul had said, knowing he was 

treading in dangerous territory, but feeling bold for once. 

The Colonel scoffed at this explanation. He countered that it was simply for the reason 

that three years had passed since Paul had moved back in to help with his mother. “She’s gone 

now. It’s time to live your life again.” 

The thick layer of dust over everything in the hallway indicated the Colonel had probably 

not been up here since that conversation nearly a year ago. The hall was a veritable shrine to 

Paul’s mother. The wedding china, her urn and all her favorite knick knacks – a collection of 

antique china dolls, a glass-sculpted butterfly, and a stone bust of a regal Chinese woman that 

his mother had once told him was Kuan Yin – all reposed on dark wooden shelves. 

The walls were covered with photos of Mom through every stage of life, except the last, 

when the cancer had reduced her to something better left un-captured. One black-and-white 

photo showed her as a little girl cramming something blurry in her mouth, what she later had 
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revealed to Paul was a banana. Another black-and-white showed her as a teenager in a leotard, 

stretching in a dance studio. There were wedding photos of her and Paul’s father in his uniform, 

standing at the altar, kissing, and dancing. They’d met when the Colonel, then a lieutenant fresh 

out of West Point and in Ranger School at Fort Benning, Ga, had spilled a full beer (“Pure 

accident,” he’d claim with a smirk) on Paul’s mother’s date, a skinny young man who studied 

accounting at Columbia State. They fell in love while her date was in the bathroom cleaning up. 

The centerpiece of the shrine was a large, black-and-white portrait: Paul’s mother a few 

months out of college with a BA in Chinese History. She stared solemnly out at the room. 

Leaned up against the wall was the family portrait that used to hang downstairs, removed as an 

olive branch to the Colonel’s first girlfriend after he’d started dating again, barely two years 

since Paul’s mother had died. That girlfriend had complained that the house felt like a tomb and 

that she couldn’t compete with a ghost. What followed was a purge of everything Mom from 

the downstairs floor. Paul thought it was overkill. Did they truly think they could just erase his 

mother’s existence? His brother couldn’t believe that his father hadn’t put up a fight, that he 

would just snap to, like a good soldier. But Matt hadn’t liked the girlfriend to begin with, and 

Paul, though inclined at first to give her a chance, had begun to agree with his brother that she 

was pushing herself in way too aggressively. The transformation of the upstairs hallway into a 

shrine had been Paul’s idea, a quiet rebellion against the new, albeit, brief regime. 

Of Paul’s mother’s things, what hadn’t fit in the hallway had been crammed into the 

closet, stacks of boxes and clothes on hangers that Paul and Matt had hauled upstairs days 

before his brother ran away to backpack around Europe. Paul still kept up with Matt online, but 

Matt had severed communications entirely with the Colonel, impatient with the same 
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difficulties that frustrated Paul. That the Colonel referred to Paul as his prodigal son told Paul all 

he needed to know about the Colonel’s beliefs regarding his relationship prospects with his 

eldest son.  

When Paul opened the closet door, a horde of old shoes tumbled off a shelf to shower 

his chest and fall into a heap around his feet. They went immediately into a garbage bag for 

Goodwill. He rummaged through boxes of his mother’s old books and picked out the ones he 

would keep, The Chronicles of Narnia, some Heinlein paperbacks, and left others that could go 

on to Goodwill, The Late, Great Planet Earth, and his mother’s extensive collection of the 

Chicken Soup for the Soul series. 

Toward the back of the closet, Paul came across some old football equipment, a helmet 

and shoulder pads. They could have been the Colonel’s from his high school days, or Matt’s or 

Paul’s, but when Paul looked closely at the stickers running up the back of the helmet, he 

realized these were his. He recalled his days on the team back in early high school when he 

earned those stickers, before the knee injury had ended his playing days. Paul thought of his 

teammates. 

Some of those teammates had been at the party up in Denton the night of the incident. 

He’d caught sight of them around the keg in the kitchen and smiled when they’d made eye 

contact. Thaddeus and Pulaski – Paul hadn’t seen them in years. Both stared blankly at him a 

full five seconds before walking out of the kitchen without a word, glasses empty.  Did they not 

recognize him? But Paul had been seeing high school people all that night and didn’t have long 

to dwell on the peculiarity of his former teammates’ greeting because some of his newer 

college friends soon found him and dragged him back into the living room where they were 
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manning the music. Later Paul and his friends had taken turns imitating Mick Jagger’s dance 

style, strutting with limp hands pulled beneath their armpits, clapping two times, and giggling 

drunkenly while Start Me Up blared through the speakers. Then the attack. A slapping sound 

and his view of the brightly lit living room went dark and he went down. He never saw who it 

was who kicked him over and over, but he knew. It wasn’t like he could ever confront them 

about it, though. He had no proof. 

The Colonel had been a trooper back then, visiting the hospital three days a week and 

sitting with Paul. He’d said little about anything substantial, but made small talk for hours. 

Despite the Colonel’s silence on other matters, it was good to have him there, sitting beside 

Paul and regaling him about things like the lunch he’d had with a West Point buddy, “The 

restaurant served soft boiled quail’s eggs, can you imagine?” 

On that day in the hospital Paul had imagined a different conversation with the Colonel, 

the one he’d rather have been having. Paul had felt a need for confession.  

“Had you become gay yet when you were playing football?” The Colonel’s first 

imaginary question. 

“I didn’t become gay, Dad,” was Paul’s imagined response, “I’ve always been this way, 

so yes.” 

“And did you look at the other players, then? You know, when you were in the locker 

room.” 

“Sometimes I did. Some of them.” 

“Did anything ever happen?” 
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“No.” Even in these dream conversations, Paul couldn’t tell his father the truth, not all 

of it. How he had to hide his erections by standing up against a wall or how he would wait to 

take his shower alone so he could masturbate. Paul’s first sexual experience had occurred when 

another teammate had lingered behind and caught him at it. But Paul couldn’t tell the Colonel 

that, not even the imaginary one. 

Instead, Paul had broken in on his father’s reverie about exotic eggs and would they 

make for good omelets, and said out loud, “I want to come home.” 

“You can’t,” his father had said and squeezed Paul’s hand so hard it hurt. “Not to live. 

You can’t let the world defeat you. It’s a wicked hard world, full of wicked hard people.” 

Paul patted the helmet a couple times and dropped it in the Goodwill pile, the memory 

faded. He moved on to the last box in the closet, one with XMAS marked on it in thick, black 

letters. He opened a flap and quickly closed it again when he saw the sheen off the red 

wrapping paper. He knew exactly what this box was. 

 Each Christmas at the Colonel’s, starting from the first one after Paul’s mother had 

passed and the subsequent two after, the Christmas tree on Christmas morning would feature 

two extra presents, one for Paul and one for Matt: their mother’s Christmas greetings from 

beyond the grave. And her presents had a strange, what Paul thought of as gender norming, 

quality to them, or at least gender as conceived by his mother. 

That first Christmas, Matt unwrapped a pup tent and a compass. “Yes!” he had shouted. 

Matt had taken to long camping trips alone in Mineral Wells, so the gifts were perfect. Paul got 

dishes, elegant shell-shaped dishes with ridged figures of Chinese dragons, waves, and 

fishermen along their edges. Two years ago Paul’s mother had given Paul a set of toy rabbits 
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dressed like Medieval European peasants, or how Paul thought Medieval European peasants 

should have dressed. They were adorable: the mama rabbit came with her own miniature tin 

watering can, and the papa rabbit had a hat made of actual straw.  Paul had blushed when he 

unwrapped the present and wondered just how much she might have guessed about him. Was 

giving him girlie gifts her way of accepting his sexuality? Matt had received a big buck knife and 

a book on wilderness survival.  

The cookbook that Paul was given last Christmas, along with a teddy bear half his height, 

was entitled Where’s Mom Now that I Need Her? His mother did have a morbid sense of 

humor. On the inside cover was written, I will always be with you, and on the line below, Love, 

Mom. Matt’s present remained unopened. 

 It was probably put back into this box, Paul thought, which held the collective hoard of 

Christmases to come. Paul imagined his mother during those last few months before the cancer 

had completely eaten into her brain, how she must’ve spent her last ounce of strength 

wrapping all of these silly, beautiful gifts, fighting her rapidly failing faculties to extend her life 

beyond death, if only in a small way. Paul pushed the box back into the corner. He decided he 

was finished with the closet. 

* 

 The sun had not gone down completely when the automated lights flicked on 

throughout the house. The company arrived shortly thereafter as the dusk settled in and 

rendered everything outside into shadows. Company plural, Paul noted when he saw the 

second silhouette half-hidden behind the figure of fat, pear-shaped Pastor Davis. The pastor 

shook the Colonel’s hand vigorously and lightly punched his shoulder with short stubby arms. 
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The man had a Droopy Dawg face but came on like a huckster, talking fast and repeating 

himself, “Why hello, Colonel, good to see you, good to see you.” He launched into a rushed 

story about the ladies’ luncheon that had erupted the other day into a sustained gushing over 

the Colonel. “Whatever you told them in Sunday school last week, well they think you’re the 

smartest man we’ve got … and you must be Paul.” 

 Pastor Davis advanced on Paul and grabbed his hand firmly. With his other hand he held 

Paul’s elbow and proceeded with a two-handed handshake while he looked benignly at Paul. 

“I’m so sorry for what you’re going through,” he said. 

 “It’s good to meet you, sir.” Paul said and leaned past him. A slight, blond, almost elfin 

young man stood in their hallway looking around as if he’d stepped into a dream. Gorgeous, 

Paul thought. 

 “This is Derek,” Pastor Davis said. 

 “I’m Paul,” Paul let his hand linger an extra few seconds past the handshake. 

“Hi … what he said … Derek.” The young man’s pale face shaded pink. 

 They moved into the living room where Pastor Davis and the Colonel launched into a 

heated conversation about the relevant merits of Tony Romo, the quarterback of the Cowboys 

who was being featured on the television set. The Colonel thought Romo crumbled in the big 

moments, and pointed to the television for confirmation when two gigantic Cincinnati Bengals 

players sandwiched Romo into a heap. “Look at that pretty boy playing with the men. He’ll 

never be a Hall of Famer.” 
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 “With all due respect, Colonel, but you don’t know what you’re watching. That was the 

line’s fault,” the Pastor said. He looked at Paul, who sat with Derek on the couch. “Please, son, 

can you talk some sense into your father? You do know the game?” 

 “I used to play, sir. I say give the guy a chance.” Paul looked meaningfully over at his 

father who rolled his eyes and then said, “Derek, tell me you know something about the game 

so we can disabuse these guys of their rampant stupidity.” 

 Derek answered in a soft drawl that he had tried but couldn’t figure it out. “I do like the 

uniforms, though.” His eyes flicked over at Pastor Davis, and he quickly added, “They’re shiny 

and … well … and they have cool emblems like, you know, stars and …” Derek looked at the 

television for assistance, “and, well, stripes. Stars and stripes. Things like that. What I mean 

when I say I like the uniforms.” 

 So, Derek likes men as well, Paul thought. Do they know? Both the Colonel and the 

Pastor gave no indication. They stared blankly at the television. Paul looked at Derek who 

smiled and then averted his eyes. Does he know? 

* 

 Pastor Davis said the grace before they sat down to the table in the spacious dining 

room. Throughout the dinner, the Colonel and the Pastor discussed the plans in New York City 

to build a mosque at the old site of the Twin Towers. “Obama’s doing the Devil’s work letting 

those Muslims build it there of all places.” Pastor Davis said, and the Colonel nodded furiously 

in agreement.  

Paul stirred his fork idly through the melted cheese and breadcrumbs of his casserole 

and clenched and unclenched his other hand under the table. His stomach had tightened so 
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that he had no appetite. It wasn’t just the politics, although he had voted for Obama and hated 

how people went after him relentlessly and unfairly. But what was really bothering him the 

most at this particular moment was the odd combination of the dinner party. What did Derek 

have to do with the Pastor? What did they have to do with the Colonel? And with each pause 

between bouts of Obama bashing, Paul would fidget in his chair. Finally the Colonel looked over 

at Derek and said, “So, Derek, tell us about yourself.” 

 “Well, Colonel, I’m … I’m not sure how to start this. I’m nobody, really.” Derek dropped 

his fork and it clattered against his plate. “I’m sorry. I’m just no good at this.” 

 “Go on, son. Don’t be afraid.” Pastor Davis laid a hand over Derek’s. “Trust in the Lord.” 

“I guess that’s it really. I’m a sinner of the … well of the worst kind.” Derek launched into 

a halting, stuttered account of himself, one that Paul suspected was familiar to everyone there 

but him. Six months ago, before he’d found Pastor Davis’ church, Derek was a college drop-out 

who’d felt lost and dissatisfied.  

“Such a burden of sin you carried,” Pastor Davis added, to which Derek agreed, “Yes, 

sir,” except he didn’t realize it back then because he didn’t think what he had been doing was 

wrong. In his sinful understanding he thought it was natural, when it was actually the source of 

all of his problems. He used to give in to his sinful urges. “I used to be a homosexual.” 

 Paul scraped his fork loudly against his plate. “What do you mean, ‘used to be’?” 

 Though, it was true he still had thoughts; Derek was being perfectly honest here. And he 

averted his eyes from the Colonel, from Paul, from everybody when he said this, but with 

prayer, fellowship, and Jesus’ help, he’d worked through it one day at a time. Derek looked 

down at his lap, his voice dropping to a near whisper, “Sometimes moment to moment.” 
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 “Your Father loves you, Paul. He’s worried for you; we all are,” Pastor Davis said. He 

knew what it was like to have urges. The pastor could never resist a good piece of cheesecake 

for instance; everyone had their crosses to bear. When Pastor Davis got to the part in what 

sounded like a well-rehearsed speech about Paul’s attack and the forces of Satan, Paul began to 

tune him out, but this didn’t help because it brought Paul back to the actual incident, how he’d 

never lost consciousness throughout the beating no matter how much he’d begged to, and the 

agonizing moments afterward when he lay on the floor wondering if they would return, and 

how he’d dragged himself across the room into a corner, how he’d begged his friends when 

they found him to take him home. It’s spiritual warfare, the pastor was saying.  

“You know nothing about it,” Paul said. 

 “Oh, no, no, please.” Pastor Davis held up both his hands. Of course Paul was absolutely 

right. That was between Paul and God. “Which is why you have to turn to Him.” 

Pastor Davis described a camp where men who struggled with these unnatural lusts 

could stay and learn how to live in the Kingdom of God and fight the Devil’s temptations. He 

begged Paul to keep an open mind and rattled off a list of amenities, “Why, they even have a 

rope’s course.” 

 Throughout Derek and Pastor Davis’ tag team discussion about the merits of life inside 

the Kingdom of God, the Colonel shifted his eyes from Derek to Paul or from Pastor Davis to 

Paul, depending on who was speaking. He had remained silent when Paul had snapped at the 

pastor, but now the Colonel spoke up. He loved Paul and didn’t want his son to suffer but that 

was all that seemed to happen in Paul’s life, and maybe he could try something different. 

“You’re always telling me to have an open mind. How about it? Can you?” 
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 “You set this up!” Paul pushed his chair back and stood up. He glared at the Colonel, 

who arched an eyebrow. Paul’s throat dried up and his heart pummeled against the inside of 

his chest. He thought he might vomit. 

* 

 Paul couldn’t understand why he had run up the stairs. Perhaps instinct from all those 

years when this had been the way to his bedroom, but he’d meant to run out the front door, to 

drive back to Denton, to run away and never come back. 

 The Colonel never came up here, but he would this time. Running away from the dinner 

table like that was childish, Paul could hear his father saying. That kind of behavior was an 

embarrassment for the guests. The Colonel would be up any minute now, and they would fight, 

Paul was certain. But then, maybe, Paul wasn’t running away. 

“Pick the ground of battle,” the Colonel had told him once when he had showed Paul 

how to properly drop into a football stance and lure his opponent off balance, “Entice them 

with the prospect of gain.” 

And, perhaps that was exactly what Paul was doing up here. But he couldn’t breathe 

when he thought of the confrontation. After a minute, when no one had come up the stairs 

after him, Paul locked eyes with his mother who stared out at him from the portrait. He 

breathed in deep and let it out slowly. Who was he fooling? He didn’t want a fight with the 

Colonel. 

“At least you’re with me,” Paul said to his mother and crossed the hall to pull the XMAS 

box from the closet. He wasn’t ready to go downstairs and face the Colonel and his 

intervention. Nor did Paul think he was entitled to. He would go back to Denton because that 
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was home now. But he was taking the presents with him. He’d find an address to mail Matt his 

gifts. Paul lifted the statue of Kuan Yin off the shelf. He would take the shrine as well. 

* 

The light footfalls up the stairs sent vibrations through the floor, but Paul didn’t 

acknowledge the new presence. He kneeled on the floor and wrapped the banana picture in 

the newspaper he’d found in yellowed stacks in Matt’s old bedroom. The touch on his shoulder 

was gentle.  

“Look, Dad, I’m just going to leave, okay?” Paul said, but once he had stood up and 

turned around, it was not the Colonel who faced him, but Derek. 

“They told me to come up here, to let Jesus put the words in my heart,” Derek said. “I 

have no idea what to say.” 

“Me neither. It’s confusing, isn’t it?” 

Derek looked over at the portrait, which Paul hadn’t yet taken down. “That’s your 

mom.” 

“I’m taking her with me.” 

Derek held Paul’s hand and stroked it. “You’ve really had it hard.” 

Paul faced Derek and squeezed his hand. They were inches apart. “Yes.” 

 “I’m so sorry,” Derek was saying when Paul moved in. Derek met him halfway, and Paul 

felt his hot breath in his mouth. It tasted sweet, and for a moment everything was right. Then 

Derek pushed Paul away. His eyes were wide, and he touched his hand to his lips. “Oh, God. 

What am I doing?” 

 “Isn’t that what Jesus put into your heart?” Paul said. 
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 “No, I didn’t mean to, I …” Derek’s voice trailed off. 

 “I’m not going to your camp.” Paul smirked, unable to contain his joy at Derek’s treason 

against the Faith. Paul advanced on Derek and grabbed his hands, but Derek pulled them away. 

 “I can’t.” Derek turned and fled down the stairs, leaving Paul alone in the hallway. He’s 

nervous, scared, Paul thought. He doesn’t know who he is. 

Derek was right about one thing, though: Paul’s life had been miserable. It had been 

misery when his mother died. It had been misery when the Colonel threw Paul out of this 

house. And it was most undoubtedly misery living through the attack. But what Paul knew, and 

where Derek and his silly pastor were absolutely wrong, was that going to their stupid camp 

would be trading in one form of misery for another, and Paul would never trade a misery borne 

through with clarity for one born from confusion. 

* 

 Paul had already pulled the box down the stairs and stowed it into his car when Pastor 

Davis, the Colonel, and Derek had come out the front door and onto the driveway. The Colonel 

glared at Paul. 

 “I’m sorry we couldn’t talk more,” Pastor Davis said, and shook Paul’s hand. “I’ll pray for 

you.” 

 Derek made no reaction when Paul slipped the piece of newspaper with his number on 

it into Derek’s hand during their handshake, but once Derek was in the passenger seat of the 

Pastor’s minivan, he did smile before looking away. 
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 When the minivan had completely pulled out of sight, the Colonel marched through the 

driveway to the ruined gatepost. Security lights snapped on with every few steps, and Paul 

followed after. 

 “I can’t believe you, Paul. Your behavior was uncouth.” The Colonel grabbed the 

sledgehammer beside the gatepost. He yelled when he swung it, and shattered pieces of brick 

flew off the post. 

 Paul swallowed. Then he said, “Don’t you mean you, Dad? Inviting them in the first 

place? Surprising me with it?” 

 The Colonel swung again at the post and grunted. 

 “You know, Mom knew about me. About what I am. She accepted it.” 

 “You know nothing about it,” the Colonel said. He thrust the handle of the 

sledgehammer toward Paul. “Here, take a swing.” 
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A Rough Bardo 

Back at the party, about an hour after we dropped, Damien told me about the 

Mormons, about what they were up to. That was why we were out now in the dead of night on 

the side of the highway in the middle of Bum Fucked Egypt. We’d made a pact to foil the 

Mormon’s insidious little go at infiltrating the Reality Police so that they could then convert 

Denton into Fundamentalist Hell – complete with demons and pitchforks, Damien had said, 

although I thought he might have been going a bit over the top with that one. 

Do Mormon’s even have a Hell? Not relevant, he had said, had to be stopped, 

irregardless. I had agreed with that, probably because at that very moment, a car drove past us, 

going the wrong way down a one-way street. So we decided to leave what was a mostly dead 

party anyway and venture out here. 

“Are you ready to join the eternal war against bullshit?” Damien had asked me. Of 

course I was. I told him I was born ready. 

That, and Damien had decided tripping on acid alone wasn’t nearly enough to enter the 

spirit world, like the shamans do. What was needed were magic mushrooms and lots of them, 

so time to head out to a place he knew of, a dairy farm out past Crossroads. If we made good 

time we’d get there at that perfect moment before dawn, when all the caps had sprung out of 

the cow patties, glistening with dew, fully formed like miniature wisdom goddesses, or, at the 

very least, gifts from said goddess and her friends. 

We’d been hiking the side of the highway for what seemed like hours when a car slowed 

alongside us, a window slid down and a woman’s voice from the blobbery inside said, “You guys 

need a ride? You going somewhere?” 
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 The moon was full, with rings of yellow light against the clouds, like ripples in a pond, 

and I knew a night like this typically brought out the crazies. But these people seemed okay. 

They flipped a light on inside so Damien and I could see them, and fuck if they didn’t look 

exactly like Gomez and Morticia Addams, him with the greying temples, peppery mustache, 

perma-smirk, her with that straight, groovy-black hair and Mona Lisa smile, exactly like on the 

TV show. 

 Damien and I shrugged when we looked at each other, and I could guess what he was 

thinking because I thought it too. Now that we were hip-deep into our very own vision quest, 

had the gods really just sent the Addams Family to be our spirit guides? The two were older 

than us, mid-thirties, forties, maybe, but I got a good vibe off of them, so I took the initiative. 

“Yeah! We’re definitely going somewhere. We’re going out there.” And I pointed off down the 

road. 

 Gomez Addams laughed and said, “Kid, there’s nothing out there, believe me.” 

 “Yeah. But I gotta see it myself.” I was about to launch into my recently acquired spiel 

about how we have to transcend our boundaries and push that edge farther out when Damien 

interrupted me: 

 “We’re going a little ways past Crossroads.” He sounded annoyed. 

“You guys going to meet the Devil then?” Morticia said, but after an awkward moment 

where no one else said anything or made a sound at all, she added, “I’m just teasing, hon.” She 

and Gomez lived in Crossroads and were headed back home from a party themselves. They 

could take us that far for sure, no problem, she said, but the rest was on us. 

* 
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Damien and I had been friends for the past year and a half. I first saw him at another 

party where he was telling a small group of people a story about how all the royal families in 

Europe and the UK had all interbred with a race of sentient space lizards, who were themselves 

developing our planet into a hunting preserve. And these people were buying it, completely. It 

blew my mind. One hippie-looking guy with tangled blonde dredlocks would, immediately after 

nearly everything Damien said, repeat the phrase, “Dude! No way!” – getting louder each time. 

But you could tell he believed every word. A beautiful girl in a tie-dyed peasant dress 

with long red hair stared up at Damien rapturously. She was in love. 

So was I. Damien sprinkled facts in to make his absurdities more plausible. Global 

warming was accomplished by design to make the climate more hospitable for our invisible 

overlords. He later told me he liked to keep his mind sharp by inventing a new conspiracy 

theory every day. When I asked him if he truly believed the bullshit he spewed he said that 

paranoia was the most cautious and the only reasonable response to a world this strange and 

crazy, with all its wars and killing and stuff. Nothing is true; everything permissible. We were 

sympatico. 

But Damien also believed the world was a magical place, a notion I couldn’t fathom, 

though I wanted to, even if it, to my mind, contradicted that paranoia. Especially because of 

that. He opened me up to a new world or, better yet, a new way of understanding this world 

when he lent me his Golden Dawn and Aleister Crowley occult books. At first I found it all 

ridiculous, another example of the crazy side of Damien’s crazy-brilliance. Like the lizard people, 

I figured. 
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It wasn’t the forbidden fruit nature of the occult that put me off, not at first. I’d long 

since left Christianity and Sunday school behind. I could enjoy the ritual of it when I was a kid 

and we repeated litanies and sang songs, and everything was by turns solemn and joyful. But if 

the stories from the Bible stirred my imagination, with all their drama, their mystery and 

spectacle, then I was just as stirred when I read Greek and Egyptian myths. 

By high school it became obvious that it was all fake. I watched how the pastors used 

shaming and peer pressure to stir people up and bring them up the aisle. All those religious 

emotions, contrived. Christianity created its own psychodrama: Revelations, the Devil, the 

Second Coming? All that end-times bullshit? That was how they sucked you in and started 

controlling you. 

When I told my mother I wouldn’t be going to church anymore, she wouldn’t look at me. 

My dad told me to look around, try out other religions if I needed to. “If I were you, I’d believe 

in all of them, just to be on the safe side.”  

A year and a half into college, I was doing something like that, exploring. I’d got into Carl 

Jung. I liked his ideas of the collective unconscious, the archetypes. He’d found similar images 

and stories throughout the world’s different cultures. But I had no idea what to do with any of 

this. By the beginning of the summer, I considered myself an agnostic. I took my religion 

seriously.  

That’s when I met Damien and the occult. Despite my skepticism, I watched Damien 

perform what he called a magick ritual. He spelt it with a ‘k’ like his hero, Crowley, to 

differentiate this from stage magic. But it had about as much theater to it, I noted when I 

watched Damien, bedecked in black robes that looked sinister enough to not be completely 
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silly, perform this ritual in the sweet smelling, candle-lit, and smoke-filled blurriness of his 

apartment living room. He chanted words in another language and moved his finger through 

the air in front of him in the shape of a star. The language was Hebrew, he told me later, and 

the shape was called a pentagram. The theater is to help us believe, he told me, because our 

beliefs are the vehicle that powers everything. 

It must have charmed me, the feel of the ritual, a new, more active kind of prayer. I 

soon began studying and performing the rituals by myself. And, they did have an effect, like 

sensations I’d only ever half-experienced: a tingling around my body, bliss, a profound calm. 

But I didn’t take as much to Crowley as I did the other occultists, Yeats, Dion Fortune, 

Israel Regardie, Mathers. Crowley despised Christianity and styled himself as the Great Beast. 

His own iconography was based on Egyptian deities where he fancied himself as Horus, the 

hawk that pecks out the eyes of Jesus hanging on the Cross. Damien took to that, and proudly 

proclaimed he was on the side of the Devil, the Gnostics, the side of Nietzsche, and of William 

Blake. It freaked me out. I wondered if he went too far.  

Once I realized there was more to reality than I had previously experienced, I didn’t feel 

as comfortable dismissing the Bible. Yeats and Fortune took a more mystical reinterpretation of 

the Christian doctrine. One that was less about submission and surrender, and more about 

becoming wiser through study and practice. I would follow their lead. 

About a year ago I dropped out of college, around the time Damien turned me on to 

acid and the psychedelics. I realized there was an entire world around me waiting to be 

explored, one I wasn’t getting from the University, which I’d begun to think of as an 
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indoctrination into the slave culture of my parents: working the 9 to 5 for the white picket 

fence and the 2.5 kids. That wasn’t the reality I wanted. 

In my last conversation with my folks, I tried to make them understand why I was going 

off the grid. They thought it was about the drugs, even though I explained to them that wasn’t 

it, even if the drugs were a part of it, they were only a part. “It’s about exploring these new 

realities I’m discovering, that the University has no idea about because it’s too conventional” I’d 

told my mom over the phone. “The psychedelics are just one of many realities.” 

“I’ll pray for you,” she said. She sounded sad. 

I tried again, “It’s really about knowledge, Mom, finding the truth. I’m on God’s mission, 

really, I am.” 

I could hear her sniffling on the other end. She managed through a sob to say, “Here. 

Talk to your father.” 

“Why do you always have to do things the hard way?” My dad said, “I won’t be there to 

bail you out, when you screw up, as you inevitably will. We wash our hands of you.” 

I told him that I understood and hoped they would understand and come around to my 

perspective someday. In the background I could hear my mother. “Tell him. You have to tell 

him. Tell him we’ll pray for him.” 

“We’ll pray for you.” My father made it sound awkward.  

“And I’ll pray for you, too,” I said, and hung up. I felt like Daedelus and Icarus must have 

felt when they first strapped on their wings to fly across the ocean, knowing they had just 

escaped the labyrinth.  

* 

55 



“So, what on earth are the two of you doing out here, this late, on foot? Are you from 

Denton?” Gomez was asking me. Turns out his name wasn’t really Gomez but I forgot it the 

moment he’d told me and resolved to keep calling him Gomez – his more appropriate name, as 

far as I was concerned. It wasn’t good form at all to refer to a spirit guide by its true name, 

anyway. Disrespectful. 

Damien would have been proud had he known, but he’d been silent, staring out the 

window the whole way. I figured he was slipping deeper into the spirit world, now that our 

guides were here. He was more experienced at this than me but hopefully I’d be getting there 

soon. 

In the meantime, I spoke with Gomez and Morticia, “We’re from everywhere. We’re 

nomads. But tonight we’re travelling past the crossroads.” 

“You mean, Crossroads,” Morticia said, “It’s a town. You know that, right?” 

Morticia unslouched, and her naked shoulder strained against the seat belt while she 

excitedly reminded Gomez to drop by the video store. Gomez asked me if I’d seen The Mask. 

“Stars this hot young thing, Cameron Diaz. I ain’t shitting you.” 

“Beaux!” Morticia said. She could have said ‘Bo’ but she was talking to Gomez who 

called her baby and said she was the only one for him, “So don’t make me pull over and ravish 

you before dropping them off.” 

So it had to be Beaux, I was thinking because Gomez was a slave for Morticia’s French. 

And at the same time that Gomez was saying that, and I was thinking this, from out of nowhere 

Damien pipes in with, “LDS? I knew it! Did you leave your other wives at home, then?” 

“What are you talking about, LDS?” Gomez said. “No! Cam-ur-runn Dee-ezz.” 
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“LDS? Oh, you mean Latter Day Saints.” Morticia turned around in her seat and told 

Damien she couldn’t believe he thought they were Mormons. She pointed out her low-cut black 

evening dress and ample cleavage. “Whoops. Guess I forgot to put on my Mormon underwear.” 

Gomez and Morticia exchanged looks, eyebrows raised, then she put her hand on his 

arm. “Look,” Gomez said, “We’re almost in Crossroads. We can drop you there, if you want, but 

there really is nothing beyond it.” 

“You guys are so nice.” Damien said, but he didn’t sound like he meant it, or better yet, 

he sounded like he did mean it, but not in a nice way. 

I kept thinking, Why? Why would our spirit guides try to talk Damien and me out of our 

mission? Were they testing us? I looked over at Damien for help, but he stared out his window, 

lapsed back into vision preparation. 

I figured it was up to me then. I had to show our guides that we were resolved. “I 

believe you, but we gotta see that nothing. It’s important.” 

“Have it your way, then,” Gomez shrugged. He explained how depressing it was, how 

the economy had wrecked the stretch coming out of Crossroads, how there were just a bunch 

of abandoned buildings along the road now. “Fucking Clinton. He’s wrecked everything. Him 

and that Anne Richards. It’s bullshit is what it is.” 

“I know. That’s what we’ve come to fight.” 

“Except now your friend’s fallen asleep,” Morticia said, “You’re not asleep back there, 

are you, hon?” 

Damien said in a gruff voice, “I’m fine.” 
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“You guys are a real trip,” Gomez said. No one else spoke, and it remained silent except 

for the subtle, white-noise hum of the car engine. Finally, Gomez switched on the blinker, and 

the rhythmic click-click, click-click signaled the end of this leg of our journey. 

Once Damien and I peeled out of the car, Morticia handed me two big bottles of water 

through the open car window. “They’re sealed, so it’s safe to drink. Won’t turn you Mormon, or 

anything, so your friend can drink it, too. Y’all be careful out there.” 

I cradled the bottles to my chest. “Thank you. Peace be upon you.” They had been 

helpful spirit guides, and I thought it appropriate to say. Damien kicked stones off the shoulder 

of the road into the ditch that ran alongside. He didn’t say a word until the Addams’ car had 

veered onto the next exit and disappeared from sight. “What? The? Fuck was that?!?” 

I didn’t know what he was talking about. 

“What do I mean, what do I mean.” He mocked and kicked even more wildly at the dirt, 

enraged. “What I mean was they were weird, and it was entirely not cool to accept a ride from 

them without consulting me first.” 

“Well, why didn’t you say something?” I kicked some dirt back at him, and he stopped. I 

didn’t understand what had been wrong with them, but Damien complained that they could 

have found out all about us, that we were magicians and had set out to stop the Mormons. 

That we were tripping and out to pick mushrooms. I guess he thought they’d make trouble. 

“And you telling them all our shit.” 

But I hadn’t, and he was the one who called them Mormons, and it wasn’t like they 

didn’t already know, since they were our spirit guides after all, which he thought was stupid. 

“They did help us,” I said. 
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“Maybe.” 

But we had shaved miles off our hike, and he couldn’t argue with that. Now we’d hit the 

pasture at the perfect time. Guaranteed. Damien and I walked along the highway and watched 

the buildings become more sparse and empty until we left them all behind us and walked on 

into the nothing and the bullshit that was awaiting us all. 

* 

 The moon hung low and orange over us by the time we left the highway and started 

walking into a maze of dirt roads and pastures spread out in every direction. I’d been out 

picking before with Damien, but never over this way. I tried to keep track of the turns he made 

but soon lost the sense of it. Finally we stopped at a barbed wire fence and climbed over. 

 “Whoo whee!” I said when I kicked off my shoes and felt the wet grass between my 

toes. A mist had formed, and it was the perfect temperature and conditions for mushrooms: 

moist, not too hot and not too cold. 

 “Will you shut it?” Damien said. The farmer’s house was a ways away, but this early and 

me being this loud was sure to send him right on over to discover us. I found walking through 

the grass soothing to my aching feet. Until I felt something soft squish between my toes. Lots of 

cow paddies about. 

We’d packed paper bags in our backpacks and emptied them of our normal gear in 

order to hold more mushrooms. I pulled out a sack, unfolded it, and found a nice huge cap with 

a brown spot in its center, sticking up out of dried up cow patty. I pierced the skin on the stem 

to test it out and watched it turn a slight shade of purple. “Got one!” 

 “Seriously, Syd.” 
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 Cows munched the grass beneath some trees a ways off. They didn’t seem too 

interested in us until we got closer to them, then they got up and bounded off away from us. 

The sky had begun to turn grey by the time we climbed another fence into a new pasture and 

finally filled our sacks and had loaded up our backpacks with a good haul. Although when the 

cows in this pasture began backing away from us, one remained. It pawed the ground in our 

direction, and waved its head and a fine pair of long, thick black horns around in a circle. 

 “Um, Syd? Run!” Damien shouted a second before the bull bellowed at us. I never saw it 

begin to chase us, because I had turned around already, but I could feel it breathing behind me 

as I ran for the nearest fence and back to the dirt road beyond it. The closer I got to the fence, 

the more I could hear the pound of bull’s hooves closing the distance. Thankfully, I found the 

wooden fence post in time, and vaulted over in a blind panic, scraping the top of my foot on the 

fence wire. 

 I had about picked myself up and dusted off when I heard Damien scream. He lay 

crumpled on the ground a few feet away on our side of the fence, one leg splayed out 

awkwardly. The bull crashed into the fence behind him and then backed away, braying. 

 “Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!” Damien howled. All the rest of the cows had come up to a 

foot or so away from the fence and stared out at us with empty black eyes. Under less stressful 

circumstances it would have been disconcerting. Right now, it was intolerable. 

 I found a stick and told Damien to bite down on it, and then I lifted him up and let him 

displace his weight between his one good leg and me, but mostly on me, and we slowly walked 

away from the fence and the staring cows, or to be precise, I dragged him along beside me until 
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I couldn’t do it anymore. I found a tree growing beside the gravel road and leaned him against 

its trunk. He’d dropped the stick he’d been biting on and his eyes looked glassy. 

 “I think my leg’s broke.” He stuttered and shivered when he said this. 

 “Maybe you can rest a bit, and then I can help carry you out?” 

 “That almost did you in going from over there to here,” Damien said. “No, sir. You’re 

going to have to leave me here, and continue on the quest yourself.” 

 I looked around, trying to find some sturdy branches. “Maybe I can make a splint. Like 

they do in the Boy Scouts.” 

 Damien winced and pulled his backpack around. He reached in and pulled out a 

mushroom cap. “No. You’re the one, now, soldier.” 

 I ignored the mushroom cap he held up to me. I thought he might be delirious. “The one 

for what?” 

 “You have to fight against the bullshit. You have to stop the Mormons.” He’d been going 

on and on about the Mormons all night ever since the party. Who gives a fuck about the 

Mormons? “But,” and he was sobbing now, “they’re going to turn Denton into hell.” 

 Do the Mormons even have Hell, I wondered, and if so, what is Mormon Hell like? 

Maybe it won’t be so bad. Damien groaned and held out the mushroom. “Hurry.” He insisted 

that I eat it, that it would take me deeper into the spirit world, and that was the only way I 

could stop the Mormons. I told him I’ll bring back help, but he demanded I finish the mission 

first. “You swore,” Damien said, “Now, eat the fucking mushroom.” 

* 
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 I’d followed Damien’s breathless advice before he fell asleep, to keep south, keep the 

sun on my left and take every western turn, to my right away from the sun – if the south ran 

out, and I had a choice. That seemed weird, to turn away from the sun, and it took forever to 

get back to the highway but now I understood. This was the wrong sun. I had been running my 

hand along through the leaves of bushes that grew alongside the dirt road as I walked on, which 

was how I discovered the branches of the bushes and how they weren’t wood at all, or anything 

organic. They were plastic-coated wire. Fake. 

I had wandered into a strange place. This was not the Tree of Life. Nor that other one, 

the Tree of Knowledge. They grew in Eden, in the Garden of the Hesperides. This was the other 

– the Qliphoth, the Tree of Death. This place wasn’t alive. It was a mockery of life. The sky was 

orange and grey. I’d wandered into the land of the Dead. 

Both of us had, I thought and pictured Damian sleeping beneath the tree where I’d left 

him. I’d hated to leave him behind, but didn’t know what else to do. Damien had made it clear. I 

had to complete the mission. But I’d still insisted on his having most of the water with him, 

leaving a few swallows in my bottle, but pouring the rest into his. 

And I could begin to understand what Damien was so high-strung over when I thought 

about it. The Reality Police, the Invisible College, the Ascended Masters – we call them by many 

names. They are the collective group of all those super mystics who have transcended the 

physical plane and live on in the spirit world: Jesus, Mohammed, Buddha, and the Bodhisattvas. 

Damien once said William Blake is an Ascended Master. So is Aleister Crowley. I figured Gandhi 

had to be there, too. 
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But now the Mormons were going to come up on them in the spirit world, in the 

Himalayas, or wherever it is that they live, Damien was saying, and just wipe out the Invisible 

College. I didn’t understand how or even why they could do that, but Damien made me promise 

I wouldn’t let that happen before I left. His voice was so thin and hoarse, I agreed, if only to 

stop him from talking. But I also silently promised myself that I would find him some help 

immediately after I’d completed the mission. Perhaps even before. 

When I reached the highway, the sun was up completely and had turned the sky a 

blinding white. I put the sun behind me and started back to Crossroads on the side of the road, 

and back to Denton. Huge semi-trucks roared past me, like angry wolves, headlights leering, 

horns dopplering a call to war as they crossed to and from the land of the Enemy. 

I wondered if at any moment they might tear off the highway and run me down. Stop 

my mission in its tracks, but they never did. Perhaps they thought I was of no consequence. 

That I could never hope to stop the Mormons. I wondered myself. 

Across the road, in the parking lot of an abandoned gas station, I saw a figure sitting in a 

rusted white van, not moving. It wasn’t a man I saw but a machine in the shape of a man, a 

metal skull with eyes that glowed red. It must have been Hades keeping watch over his borders. 

If he saw me escaping, the watcher made no indication, his eyes seared past me, his face locked 

into a shiny grimace, all teeth and steel. Was this the first inkling of the Hell that the Mormons 

had in mind? 

* 

The sun had been creeping up even higher into the sky, hot and heavy, when a blue 

pickup pulled onto the shoulder and asked me if I needed another ride. I mean the old man 
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who drove the blue pickup; he’s the one who asked me. Not the pickup itself though that’s 

what I thought at first. “Son, where are your shoes?” he said. 

My feet did hurt. What had happened to my shoes? “I don’t know,” I said. “I lost them, I 

think. Are you my new guide?” 

 “Well, maybe so, son, maybe so,” he said. “Get in. I’ll drive you back to town.” 

 I was going back to town, so I got in, and when he pulled back onto the highway, he 

said, “I guess I’m not really your guide. Not exactly because I have a guide myself, he’s the only 

guide you need. His name is Jesus.” 

 He told me about Jesus. He told me how we were all sinful creatures, and only Jesus 

could save us from Hell. I asked him if Mormons believed in Hell. 

 “Mormons? Don’t know a thing about them. But they’re going to Hell too. It doesn’t 

matter what they believe cause they don’t have the Word. They don’t know Jesus,” the old man 

said. I said I wasn’t sure about that. I said I didn’t think everyone was sinful. I mean, what about 

Gandhi? He said he didn’t know too much about him, but he was going to Hell too if he didn’t 

believe in Jesus. He said that it all comes back to the Garden. Adam and Eve ate from the Tree, 

and that’s what makes us all sinful. That’s why we need Hell. “There’s gotta be consequences.” 

 I mentioned that we ate from the wrong tree, but he didn’t know what I was talking 

about. “Wrong Tree?” He said, “there’s just one Tree.” 

I kept silent. I didn’t want him to know what I knew. The whole ride had become 

uncomfortable. Then I remembered. “You have to help my friend, Damien. The minotaur got 

him.” 
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 “Son, are you on drugs?” The old man looked at me, and steered the truck off the 

highway. It kicked up dust when it screeched to a halt. “Get out. The Interstate’s just up a ways, 

but I’ll have no more dealings with a sinner like you.” 

 His entire demeanor turned nervous. Like I scared him. That was all he and my parents 

and people like them ever understood. Fear. Everything was Hell this, God-fearing that. To keep 

them in line. To keep them lost. And make them chase me away in their own blindness. 

After he drove off and kicked up a cloud around me, I shook the dust off my feet and 

walked on. 

* 

 I was squarely back in Denton now. Strip malls spread out on either side of the road, 

with squat buildings and concrete parking lots with tiny islands of grass in between, almost as 

much a mockery as the Qliphotic garden. More cars raced along the highway. The traffic was 

thicker. 

The sun was directly above me and beat me down with thirst. My feet ached and 

burned, but I soldiered on because I thought I might be close to a solution on how to stop the 

Mormons. I walked past a building that was tagged in sharp white lines of graffiti: Wolverine 

Lives. 

Something the old man in the pickup had said kept nagging at me. The Garden of Eden. 

When Adam and Eve ate the fruit of knowledge, they realized they were naked. They became 

ashamed. That’s when it hit me. The nakedness isn’t that of the body, but of the spirit. As if the 

spirit realized it had a body, so it was no longer welcome in the Garden. 
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But you could go back. If you were ashamed, become unashamed. Like a little child, like 

the old man had said. Perhaps he’d been a guide after all. Un-a-shamed. A shamed un. A 

shaman! Someone who could slip off the body and walk in the land of the spirits. That’s what I 

had to do. Damien had had the right idea, although he was back there and could no longer help. 

I had to release myself from my body. Like a shaman. That’s how I’d stop the Mormons. 

Down the road, an inky blob moved swiftly towards me, low to the ground, like a 

shadow without a body. It shifted all around not holding any shape as it approached and ran 

over my right foot. It passed me, and disappeared, but the top of my foot stung and blood 

oozed from three parallel scratches where the Wolverine spirit had marked me. 

It was a Wolverine spirit I figured. Or another minotaur. Or maybe the same. What 

mattered was the Mormons truly were trying to stop me. I was on the right track. Now I had to 

get off the main highway and find a way to shed my body. 

Down a side street, the ever-present ocean of concrete gave way to wide clearings of 

deep grass. No one was in sight, but perhaps nearby. I could hear faint knocking sounds over 

the wind that rustled the branches of the trees. I stepped onto the grass seeking the cool blades 

with every step. Sweet relief. 

My throat burned, yet when I turned the corner I found another gift from the gods 

waiting for me. On the median in the middle of the empty street sat a tall round yellow and red 

cooler. I ran over to the median, hopping when my feet hit the cement again and it singed 

them. I laid my head along the curb and tilted back the cooler. The water was cold all the way 

down to my stomach. 
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The knocking sounds were louder here. Whatever made them wasn’t so far away. I was 

sweating, so I trickled water over my head and washed my feet. The mark on my foot began to 

bleed again, but after a minute, the water that ran off my foot ran clear. I worried that 

whatever was making the knocking sounds was something the Mormons had sent after me. I 

had to find cover. Where the street ended was a line of trees. I walked past them and into the 

woods. 

I imagined my decaying body on the ground in front of me, swarmed by tiny insects that 

devoured me – no, not me. My body. The Feast of Osiris. I walked onward, thinking about this, 

and tried to find a space between the trees where I could lie down and spread out, let the earth 

take me. 

Instead, I found a small pool of water covered in yellow muck. So, this was how it would 

be. My gateway into the spirit world, my shot at stopping the Mormons, and saving the Invisible 

College. I removed my clothes and waded waist-deep into the pool, naked and unashamed. 

Nothing happened at first, but then it came: millions of needles stabbing into the lower 

half of my body, insects come to feast. It was too much, too painful, and I cried out when I 

couldn’t submerge any further. I couldn’t completely lose my body. I could only go halfway. The 

world fell silent, except some birds twittering and that knocking sound which was fainter now. 

I rolled back onto the grass and looked up at the sky. I knew I had failed. I had failed 

Jesus, Mohammed, and Buddha. I had failed Damien. My legs were covered in red welts. I was 

no shaman, nor a prophet. I was no William Blake in the making. I was barely a magician, a 

beginner at that. What did I know of the spirit world? 
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I pictured Damien, sweating and feverish under that tree back by the farm, and I got 

back up again and walked and walked until the trees thinned out, and I stepped back onto 

concrete again, a parking lot. Yards away a few cars were parked, beyond them farther still, a 

Wal-Mart automotive center. The nearest car, a brown station wagon, nothing special, was 

unlocked. 

No key in the ignition, and I had no clue how to hotwire a car, but, I needed this! Hell 

was coming. Nothing could stop that now, and I needed to wheel through, rescue Damien, and 

anyone else I could find. Get us all out and find safety elsewhere. 

I imagined a key in my hand. I knew I was no shaman. I knew I was barely a magician, 

but I was a magician, still. I filled my mind with the image of the key, using the techniques 

Damien had shown me, and felt the tingle of energy envelop my hand. I moved this energy key 

toward the ignition and turned it. A small spark of light, like a camera flash, winked on and off 

between my hand and the ignition and with a rumble the car started. I pulled out of the parking 

lot and onto the road. 

* 

 From three cars back, I waited for the construction worker to wave us on. That was 

what had made the knocking sound. Construction had bottlenecked the highway down into one 

lane. Another knock came at my window and I turned my head. A bald, fat, and red-faced man 

motioned me to roll down my window. 

 “This is my car,” he said, and wrinkled his nose when he looked inside and saw my 

nakedness and the welts down my legs. In the side mirror I saw a rusted white van with its door 

wide open a few cars behind us. “Wait here,” the man said. “I’ve called the police.” 
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 Minutes later, some cops climbed out of the ditch beside the road and walked towards 

me, a grey blanket stretched between two of them. The Mormons must have done it just like 

Damien said they would. They must have infiltrated the Reality Police successfully, and now 

they had found me. Was this what the Mormon’s meant by hell? 

 They wrapped me in the blanket after they pulled me out of the station wagon and put 

the handcuffs on me. “Who is Damien?” One of the cops said, “Like from The Omen? Spooky.” 

 The other one pointed his index finger at his ear and made a little circle around it. “This 

guy’s gone cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs.” 

 But I insisted. I said, “But you have to get Damien. You have to get him before the 

vultures eat out his eyes.” 

 Whether they believe me, whether they will find him, I don’t know. Time has stretched 

out for me and moves slow now, capturing every step of my approach to the patrol car. I can 

see my future, what it’s going to be, but Damien’s is clouded over. 

 Any moment now, a butterfly will land on my nose, like a sideways 8. Infinity flapping. It 

will blot out the rest of the world, replace it with gold, replace it with color in every spasm of its 

wings. 

  

69 



Dirty Boy : Texas Legend 

 Yes, Jon Favreau. I will. No, truly. I will. I swear it. Though, perhaps you too are able to 

perform for me one teensy eentsy eentsy little favor? I cannot express sufficiently how gratified 

I am to hear the voice of another human being at this moment. It is only myself here, all alone, 

myself and all of the cats. Days, weeks – months perhaps, who can say for certain – since last I 

spoke with anyone. It is no trouble for you, yes?  

You’re Jon Favreau? 

Your name, my friend. Yes. It rings. Jon Favreau! Ambles off of the tongue. Jon Favreau. 

You understand me, yes? No? Perhaps it is only me.  

You must realize yourself, Jon Favreau, you should abide somewhere worthier bearing a 

name such as this. Hollywood, perhaps – your proper locus with such for a name. Fancy me 

mad, but you truly could flourish there, I should imagine. Or Washington. Perhaps. D. C., not 

State. A more unseemly Hollywood, or so it is said.  That’s the marvel, that one should seem 

unseemly there. Not that you’re unseemly, Jon Favreau. Not my intent to suggest. You’re not 

unhandsome, are you? 

But I venture such labor as this must become the drabbest of monotonies for you, 

placing tedious call after tedious call, empty day after empty day struggling to sell life insurance 

over the phone to people who will, predominantly, I imagine, refuse you. Rejected throughout 

each day, all of the time, every single day of your existence, I can only fancy it is quite 

miserable. And do many rage against you, Jon Favreau? Of course they would. 

Very well, then. Is your superior within earshot? No? Perfect. Consider this, my friend, 

why not relieve yourself of the burden of your labors for a spell and hear my words? Certainly 

70 



you can rest. To listen to me tell it is all I require. I have a question, you see. Perhaps you shall 

disapprove of me. Yes, it is quite probable. But an equitable transaction, yes? I purchase your 

life insurance; you receive the credit for the sale, so you certainly are able, for me, to entertain 

a question, yes? Smashing. It is a complicated question. 

 So, where to begin? What transpired in the alleyway that evening? That’s what I 

continue to circle around. No, no, no. You will certainly fail to understand unless you have some 

fuller context. That day then? Mother, the cats – you can’t know what a trial that day was. 

Well, I’m sure you can recall how beastly hot it was here two summers ago. That  made 

the national news. Where are you calling me from, Jon? Philly? I see. You have no notion of 

what is hot, do you? I know. I lived in Philadelphia briefly. Attended the University. I had a 

scholarship. Positively glacial, certainly. But hot? No, sir, you cannot even fathom. 

 And it was beastly hot! Love that word – beastly. I read it in a book once. One man 

references another young man’s mother as beastly dead. Such a cruelty to speak of a friend’s 

mother, yes? Callous. But I do love that word. Beastly … I never finished that book. I found it 

baffling. However, beastly hot, yes?  

It was, my friend. That summer. How my clothes would always stick to my body, until 

I’m drenched through, a grimy film of sweat upon my skin. The filth of this town saturates the 

air until one steps out into it, and then you cannot help but wallow around. A dirty, filthy city. 

But I’d only planned to leave Mother alone for a few minutes. I desired ice cream. 

I had been quarantined that entire summer, quite nearly a prisoner. I shouldn’t have 

been in the city at all by that point. Supposed to be away at university, pursuing my own labors. 

I had a scholarship. No, my friend, not Philadelphia. University of Pennsylvania? Whatever 
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made you consider that? Not Philadelphia, Lubbock. No. Did I say Philadelphia? No. Though, I 

have visited the campus. With Mother. We couldn’t afford it. Ivy League? Not possible for me. 

Which is to say, I mean, I should have been Ivy League. Probably. Had we the resources. 

 I was supposed to be away in Lubbock, you see, but you understand the exaggerated 

caution of the medical profession, yes? They’d told Mother the time was nigh, and she went 

daffy and insisted I return here to linger with her right up to the very end. Here? This is 

Houston. Of course. Do they not have that visible upon your screen? Part of that, what do you 

call it? Yes, my friend, that. 

Script. Yes. 

I consider it droll, my friend. I actually celebrated the notion that I’d finally escaped her. 

Oh I know, that sounds uncaring. And don’t misunderstand me, I loved Mother. I did, but you 

must consider how it was with her. That woman, despite all that kindergarten-schoolteacher 

charm that she would flash at everyone else – the baking, the cupcakes, the cookies – Mother 

certainly loved her sweets. That was her great failing. It was. Diabetes. And as sweet as she 

might have seemed to everyone else, well, between you and me, my friend, sometimes she 

could devolve into one evil, bonkers – well, you know. I’ll not repeat that word. 

Some thing to say about your very own mother, yes? 

And it’s not as if she was the Joan-Crawford-Mommie-Dearest style of evil. Nothing so 

violent. Nor so wealthy. But she could prick you sometimes, bleed you dry, and fill you up on 

cotton balls as if she were the doctor, Jon Favreau, and you the silly old elf-child. Frightening 

medicine. And what could a boy do that would not, most certainly, fail. 
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 This once I had a girl over to the house: Yanette Gospring, my first high school 

infatuation. My good fortune astounded me, to keep in the company of one such as Yanette 

Gospring, she of the golden hair that hung in tight little ringlets around her smooth and dainty 

face. Yanette was a dream, Jon, a popular girl at school, but sweet and quiet, and never mean. 

She laughed a lot. Her laughter was music: An Ode to Joy. Her face scrunched up whenever she 

smiled, which was constantly, that she all but closed her eyes. She shouldn’t have even been 

aware of an untouchable such as I, except she played the flute in the high school band – badly, 

to be certain, but even that was endearing – and I played the French horn. 

We frequented the same chemistry class, as well, and she required my help in order to 

come further along in the class. So, she came here, to this very house, for me and the assistance 

I had to offer. 

Mother’s displeasure was evident from the outset. She greeted Yanette with antipathy 

even though she’d never before made her acquaintance. Mother told Yanette she dressed 

inappropriately and retreated back into her own bedroom, a stream of mumbled words, dirty 

sluts and wicked, wicked boys.  Yanette had come from a prior dance rehearsal and wore still 

her leotard along with a pair of jeans with the greater part of the legs removed. Of course, I 

would welcome her.  

Yanette, for her part, had wrinkled her nose at the cat odors, but I could sympathize, 

even if my olfactory had grown accustomed because I’d lived here since my birth, and, in 

Mother’s defense, she only had six back then, barely worthy of the epithet of cat-lady, would 

you not agree, Jon? That is to say, a liminal range with which to surround our persons, 

bordering on the perilous but not quite there, correct? Not that I was partial to them, nor they, 
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me. They ever hissed at me, so I would retaliate with catcalls of my own, until we’d each have 

not anything to do with the other. 

So, despite the odors about the rest of the house, my own room was nary so 

unpalatable. I apologized to Yanette for Mother and the cats, both. I sprayed perfume across 

the borders of my room to rid it of the house’s offense, and the cats renounced every claim 

upon Yanette and I. The afternoon was proceeding well. Yanette had yet to flee, despite 

Mother’s less than friendly reception, so there, as they say, was that.  

What proceeded should be above any suspicion, I must insist. An infelicity, nothing 

more. I recalled that Yanette had inquired after a spot to eat, and I revealed to her our 

inventory, Triskets, apples, and Coca Cola down the stairs and in the kitchen. Tragically, I had 

misunderstood her, yet I never intended to stumble in upon her in the bathroom where she 

was changing out of her leotard, clad only in her underclothes. I had thought that she would 

have wandered down to the kitchen and never imagined in even my most feverish of dreams 

that I should yet observe such a spectacle.  

Truly. 

 

Okay, since I am in earnest here, I did fancy a bit of jam, if you understand my meaning. 

What teenage boy could not? 

But never in a fashion such as that. As little as I understood then about the fairer sex, 

even I should find it folly to believe that could end in anything but my ruination. And wouldn’t 

you know it, but here comes Mother tearing around the corner from her bedroom and into the 

hall. Witnesses the very whole of it: Yanette backed against the commode, wailing; myself 
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crouched up against the door frame, my hands over my eyes, marshaling my ever best to 

protect Yanette’s chastity. Mother’s habit had ever been to sneak upon me in such a fashion at 

the most unfortunate of moments. And, as one should predict, she misinterprets the entire 

affair and drives hapless Yanette Gospring from the house in her underclothing, leotard 

clutched in hand. 

“You’re a Jezebel skank!” Mother is denouncing Yanette even as she pursues her 

through the avenue. Forbids Yanette  my acquaintance. Mother, while not quite as rotund as 

she later became, was nevertheless far from slender in those days, so she had to relent and 

allow her breath to rejoin her. And, thank all the starry gods, Yanette escaped. I hate to 

consider how terribly events might have transpired had the two caught up with one another. 

 Naturally, rumors invaded my school. Yanette Gospring would not so much as 

acknowledge my presence, and I had acquired a sordid kind of fame among one and all as that 

perverted lout with the psychotic feline devotee for a mother, which was worse than being 

unknown altogether, as it had been before, when everything had yet to betray its promise. As if 

Yanette could have been the Yin to my Yang. She would never be so thereafter.  

Yet, that fails to qualify as the most ludicrous aspect of the affair. For days after, Mother 

wouldn’t so much as look at me. She would call me dirty boy and mumble things I couldn’t 

discern, but had to wonder about and feel guilty for – as if I had any guilt to atone after. 

But let’s not trouble ourselves over the exact details of what may or may not have 

transpired specifically. That would be a rabbit hole of an entirely other sort. There is Mother for 

you, my friend. I hope that it’s as evident to you that our kinship carried with it much in the way 

of complexy.  
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Perhaps you can yet see why it was with much solace that I, after I was awarded a 

scholarship, gamboled off to university to study literature? I aspired to philology and was 

determined to shed the clutches of my mother. I figured it would only have to be holiday visits 

from then onward, phone calls now and then. I thought my freedom secure. The naiveté of 

being so recently removed from childhood. 

Do not misunderstand me, Jon Favreau. I loved Mother, and I could agree, it certainly is 

a son’s duty to see his mother off into the hereafter, yes? But what other option had I, Jon? I 

forsook school, but with the fool’s assurance that I should return within a scant duration. 

 And of course it should happen, but Mother would linger on for another year – 

Doctors?! My deepest gratitude. As large as a bathtub by then, to be precise, but a survivor, 

nevertheless. Mother was always strong if nothing else. So she held on. And I lost my 

scholarship. Dropped out from school. 

I was going to be great, Jon. As you and I both could have been, you with a name like 

Favreau. But not in this universe, you understand? In some other world, perhaps, you actually 

reside in Hollywood. And I host a public television show wherein I read from the classics. Today 

we read from Crime and Punishment. Do you follow me, Jon, my friend?  

But alas, ‘twas not meant to be. And it’s not as if I wished death upon Mother. But she 

was near the end, Death inevitable. It was the doctors’ refrain. But I ask you, Jon, my friend, 

could it not have stood to be a little more inevitable? A mercy for everyone. Instead, we should 

all summer in limbo. 

 Then she fired her nurse the moment I came home. Didn’t trust her. Mother said the 

lady had been stealing cat food from her. Cat food, Mother? Besides, she’d say, I have my little 
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boy to take care of me now. Such a good boy. Such a good son. That’s what Mother had to say, 

and that’s what I had to do. Eke my way through life, Jon Favreau, like you with your phone 

calls, but my fate was the heavier trial. It unsettles me now, the mere recollection of the 

distasteful acts I had to perform. Sponge baths and extra care for her toilette. Mother claimed it 

was so she would not squander my inheritance with unnecessary bills. But I must ask you, Jon, 

what inheritance? We were destitute. 

 Okay, Jon Favreau. Certainly. If that is what you must do, if truly you feel that paranoid. 

Stand, then, search around, make certain he’s not coming back by, our mutual oppressor. I shall 

wait. 

 

 Okay? Very well. So there I was, you see, with Mother, slowly dying, dying away in the 

house with all the cats, straight through that summer – the hottest one on record, they said. 

The cats had multiplied since I’d been here last. Mother always sheltered any random stray that 

wandered into the neighborhood. I know not what it is, but some gravitational field within this 

neighborhood has always attracted the strays and the stragglers. Soon, they ruled my mother, 

ruled the house – my very word, Jon, they ruled the neighborhood entire, because Mother had 

not the heart to restrain them inside, but allowed them all to come and go, pretty as they 

pleased. She’d paid a man to install a pet door after I had departed. I do not believe even she 

could number all the cats who lurked in every window sill, nook, or cabinet toward the end 

there, even though she claimed knowledge of every one of their names. I believe she 

improvised names and applied them to whichever were around. The cats could come and go, 
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because she hadn’t the heart. The heart? For me she had the heart. I had to stay close and 

never leave, in case there was something she required. 

 Was it irresponsible of me to abscond and leave Mother alone in the house that day? 

Without a nurse? Probably it was, Jon, but as you can see, I was to be gone but for a minute. 

Yes, ice cream beckoned me forth, and perhaps this sounds a shade commonplace to you, but 

can you not see? The house sapped me of my vitality the longer Mother should tarry. I had to 

escape it, even if only for a small journey. The air conditioner had sputtered along all summer in 

ineptitude and everything smelled of cat, and my only succor was the banal distraction of Law 

and Order marathons in between answering all of Mother’s summons, so yes, Jon, no offense, 

my friend, but on that day, what I absolutely required was some fucking ice cream! 

 A small journey, like I said, up the street. A corner shop that offered a myriad of ice 

cream varieties in both flavor and form. Heavenly. I purchased a dreamsicle. I recognized the 

man behind the counter from my time in high school. He had refrained from the social cruelties 

that most had visited upon me, having been victim of the same himself. Yet, I wouldn’t draw 

out time trying to replace my duties to Mother with empty discourse with a bare acquaintance. 

I simply handed my change and dashed out the door. He probably thought me rude. As swiftly 

as I could manage I hurried down the street.  

What’s that you say? Life insurance? What about the life insurance? I swore to you that I 

would purchase it, Jon, but only if you have it in you to let me finish.  

 

Oh, that was for the sake of your supervisor? He walked past? Quite fine, then, but 

we’re almost finished. You’ve been a good listener, Jon Favreau, and you certainly shall receive 
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full credit for a sale from this man, and then you shall be the hero of your tiny little office in 

your tiny little life. If but for a moment. But I quite understand, my friend, that it is for these 

trifling moments which we both now must live. 

 Upon entering the house, I called up to Mother, but she failed to answer. When I had 

ascended halfway up the stairs, I smelled the fouled air. Not cat excrement, mind you. I mean, I 

always can smell cat excrement, so I’ve become accustomed to it. This wasn’t from the cats. I 

smelled Mother. She hadn’t answered because she had literally shit the bed. Yes, Jon, that’s 

what I intend to suggest. That’s what I am saying. Deceased. No. I could not call the paramedics, 

not immediately. I required a moment. I needed some air. 

 All the cats had gathered outside. They came up to me immediately and began to rub 

against my legs. This was peculiar. An occurrence without precedent. As if they knew, perhaps, 

that Mother had passed and were offering me their solace. That’s what confounds me.  

Before that, the cats wouldn’t venture anywhere near me. Not merely the original six. 

I’d chased the others away often enough that they could not fail to understand that I required a 

wide berth. 

But when I sat down on the patio that day, one of them crawled into my lap. In shock, I 

suppose, but I stroked the creature, almost like a reflex. My thoughts were, understandably, 

askew. I could scant fathom that Mother was gone. A consequence of my soul’s craving for ice 

cream. I know that’s foolish. I am blameless in this. 

 The creature in my lap began to purr. I tilted its head up, a ragged, grey tabby, so I could 

stare into its eyes. Could it truly sense what had happened here? Did it suspect that its meal 

ticket was now up, and whatever sympathy that was its share had indeed passed away along 
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with her? Did it conceive that this universe is a brutal universe? And that’s when I captured – in 

its eyes – a trace of light, like an ephemeral beacon that had always dwelt there, dwelt always 

in all of us, yet I had failed to catch it at every turn up until this moment.  

And certainly, Jon, it would seem reasonable to assert that it was but a reflection from 

the street lights that had winked on right before the sun had set. But it wasn’t that alone. This 

was something else I was seeing, my friend, like life compressed into a singularity. That’s what 

arrested me in the feline’s eyes. The singularity of life. 

 Can I faithfully relate to you my exact thoughts from there, Jon? What I felt when I lifted 

up the cat and bore it with me into the alley beside my house? Jumbled fragments: this cat’s 

eyes, all beautiful and full of light, and those other eyes whose lights had eternally darkened, up 

the stairs in my mother’s room, in what was now my house. 

Jon? This is difficult to explain. 

Part of me had transformed into an automaton. Truly. As if there were two of me – the 

one who wanted to be a literati, the me who ponders the peculiarities of the universe, the me 

trapped inside my other self, as if someone else operated the controls and made all the 

important decisions, the other me, who was fixated on that cat’s eyes, the me who does … 

things. 

 Truth, my friend? Twas only like that upon that first occasion – that sense that 

something other controlled me – but not any time since. I freely confess I’m in full control these 

days.  
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Back then, the cat refused to struggle or cry out when I wrapped my hands around its 

neck and began to squeeze. Isn’t that odd, Jon? As if this frail creature had offered itself up to 

me, a willing sacrifice. 

That’s not how it is now, you must know. They rarely surrender themselves. Yet, that 

creature had, my first. It had been willing. I was able to watch the light fade from its eyes.  

No. I must apologize, Jon. I would not mislead you. It was more sudden. As if in one 

moment the spark is there, and the next? Dim. As if the universe blinked. That instant has 

always been, well, for me? Intoxicating. 

Now it’s only me here amidst all the cats and the abiding smell of excrement. I’ve never 

been able to rid this house of it. Not from the cats, Jon. They’ve been dead. But I keep them all 

around me, stuffed up fat, like Mother was. A remembrance.  

I guess I’ve now begun to realize that I’m not right, Jon. I’m not a perfect man, not some 

iron man or something grand like that. It’s like Schrödinger’s cat in the box. Is it alive or is it 

dead? As if somewhere in an alternate universe resides the man who hadn’t strangled that first 

cat. I wonder what his life is like, his head. You understand? Did he figure out his world? Took to 

it somehow? Met the girl? Fell into the swing of life? Et cetera, et cetera. Or is he as stuck in his 

universe as you and I? 
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Parabola Heretica 

Excerpted from Hierophantēs Oneiropompos: The Life and Works of Admiral Tlönga Mahbob 

Edited and Annotated by Tertius, Acolyte of O Oulés Deuteros, 2835 SCE; Chapter 10: 

“The Admiral’s Final Address”; Transcribed from the original recording by Acolyte XCvii, 

Order of the Scar (O/o). 2699 SCE. 

 

The distorted lighting is what captures my consciousness the most, defies my capacity to 

focus, now that I’m here at the very edge, before that curved reflector that circumscribes our 

universe – what you have all insisted upon calling MY parabola, the Parabola of Tlönga Mahbob, 

or, most venomously, Mahbob’s Parabola. But, the lights, the colors, how they sear the retinas 

at times, and then come by turns the murmur of cotton whispers upon my ears, hushed, voicing 

indistinct secrets. These sensations distend my awareness. I may yet explode1. 

That the gossip of sirens coaxed my destruction, here, at last, some will say, but that’s 

an oversimplification. I’m well aware of the insidious nature of this place, mere parsecs from 

the speculum, how even from this distance, its reflection may yet twist my thinking, but I must 

endeavor on to make you aware, and pray that my truth carries through. 

 Style me a heretic, if you must, and you will, as it’s been ever so. 

 Those who herald from guilt-based societies have rendered it the height of propriety to 

leave a note if one should find oneself in these circumstances. In this spirit, I offer this to you, 

my final transmission. To say I act simply from despair belies the gravity of my act. Annihilation 

in this case is not solely an escape, and yet it is, even so.  

1 Curiously, in the process of studying Mahbob’s Parabola, no evidence of gravitational pull or repulsion was found, 
as if, as an object, it lacked mass. 
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 To my scientific brethren, you miserable, bigoted, small-minded and cynical louts! Now, 

here, at the end of it all, with the existence of the mirror proven, I think back on that day when I 

first presented my theory at your godforsaken convention. How naïve was I to believe back 

then, that now that I float in front of the mirror, whose mere existence I had proved so many 

light years ago, that on this very day, I should feel triumph. 

Indeed, I had found the flaw in all of our previous calculations, embedded in a paradigm 

of mathematics and geometry that hearkens back to Euclid, yea to Pythagoras himself. My work 

was impeccable, my position unassailable. Yet, you scoffed. 

 Worse yet, you failed to dispute my theory as any responsible dissenter should. You 

called my theory detestable and outrageous, yet never did any of you call it wrong. You 

ridiculed me as I came up through your schools and institutions. It was always thus, and why? 

Was my eye truly the primary factor? Did you find it offensive that I never repaired it surgically? 

That I, an ugly man, came to dwell in the presence of you and your genetically and surgically 

enhanced beauty? 

 The truth of my eye was thus: I was born with the condition, an inability to focus entirely 

upon an object, to perceive the depth of the universe, a lazy eye, so called. My case was dire 

enough that no surgery could repair me – I resent that you have made me use that word to 

describe my condition. Repair! My lazy eye was my means, my means towards finding those 

mistakes where you had failed. If my perception yields a different take on this, our mutual 

universe, then it is one that is oh-so-relevant, as you have witnessed yourself from my prior 

transmission. 
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 Was it professional jealousy? I tried always to effect an affect of humility, when I could. I 

attached your names to my studies. I honored you with my regard and with my consultations, 

when I had no real need of them myself. 

 Yet you shunned me. You tried to shut down my work. Called my theories dangerous 

and, more importantly, called into question my professional integrity and, indeed, my very 

intellect. It was you who forced me into the arms of Space Corps, that cartel of ill-repute, in 

order to fund my mission: to embark onward to the end of the universe and confirm the 

existence of the speculum, which you knew, if you looked at the evidence without an agenda, 

existed irrefutably. You could not bear for my findings to be real. 

 And when you at least accepted the reality of my mission, that it was to be, you tried to 

discredit me, in the popular discourse, calling me a creature of Space Corps. This was never so, 

despite their folly in naming me the Christopher Columbus to their Ferdinand and Isabella, a 

folly they tragically compounded, it’s true, when they set the number of Great Ships2 in my 

fleet to three, and named them the Piccolina, the Pinta, and the Mari Sani.  

But that was neither my doing nor my intent. My purposes were my own, and what I 

did, what I’ve done, yea, despite the cost, and yea, even what I’m yet to do, I do for the sake of 

science, for discovery, and to further our knowledge. You knew this. I never failed to put my 

findings over my own glory. I never even sought glory. Validation. That was all I needed. All any 

of us ever truly crave. 

2 The Great Ships of Space Corps were massive, faster than light ships that required for their successful operation, 
the equivalent population of a mid-sized city, a pre-23rd Century social arrangement of some three million souls, on 
average. Great Ships utilized the earliest known form of foldspace technology, of the variety that accelerates stars 
and stellar material into supernova and uses the resultant energy to stabilize the newly created black hole into a 
worm hole, an ingenious, if somewhat destructive, anticipation of our current, albeit cleaner, energy systems. 
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 You know this. I know that you do, you must. Yet time after time after time and time 

again, in interview after interview, you claimed I backed the mission of Space Corps, their secret 

agenda to claim a great swathe of space, and this only as a prelude to conquest. 

 But the truth, as both we know, has always been otherwise. You knew I was a peaceful 

man, only interested in discovery and understanding. Dear God, I was once a peaceful man. And 

you knew! You knew what alliance with Space Corps would awaken within me. You knew all of 

this. You did all of this. And this the work of but one generation of this shared and, supposedly, 

sacrosanct community of peers. Peers? I was your peer. Yet none of you were mine. Now, most 

of you long dead I suppose. 

 For three generations you, vipers, you so-called scientists refused to give my theory the 

careful consideration it deserved, even as I tumbled through wormhole after wormhole to 

come here to the edge, to the mirror, YOUR parabola, but MY speculum, faster than the speed 

of light. 

* 

 And you, fathers of this most accursed generation. I name you, as well, and do not think 

your culpability here goes unrecognized. Many of you will still yet live when this transmission 

reaches Earth. You can stew in the acid baths that you have drawn upon me and drawn upon 

yourselves. 

 Certainly, you may protest that it was you who finally acknowledged the veracity of my 

claims. That you accepted my theories with open arms. You’ll no doubt, as proof of your loyalty 

and regard, point to the Nobel Prize you so grudgingly awarded me. 
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Yes, I know about what many of you tried to do. To honor me, ostensibly. That was what 

you protested when you had me declared deceased, and half-heartedly attempted to alter the 

rules to make the prize available posthumously. That insult never escaped me. 

 I do not accept your proof. Out of one side of your mouth you heaped on me your 

praises and awards, and yet out of the other you proposed new theories, barely conjectures 

and mostly absurdities, to move you past the mirror as quickly as your trifling imaginations 

could manage. Yet thunderous were your pronouncements, so that from the depths of space I 

heard your proclaimed allegiance to the notion of an infinite universe, that Mahbob’s Parabola 

was but an obstacle, one that, above all, must be breached. 

 Some among you decried this. I’ll grant it. You sought to spare my mirror. 

But not out of any respect. No, you cannot fool me with your claims: that what was 

beyond my mirror was anti-matter, the negative image of our universe, that it would obliterate 

us if ever the mirror spilled its contents. 

 I guess, I guess you meant well. You tried to carry on my work in a direction you deemed 

logical. But you refused to address my repeated transmissions that such a conjecture was 

missing the very point of my discovery. You locked into the paradigm that a spherical mirror at 

every edge of space should constitute a limit upon that space, a border and nothing besides. 

Perhaps we were both limited by all the light years between us and how that diluted the 

power of my presence in your discussions. My voice was like a drop of water in a thunderstorm 

for all it was noticed. Perhaps if you had stopped at the Dangerous Anti-Matter Hypothesis, 

then you, you sons and fathers of swine, would escape my excoriation. 
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 But some among you put forth the Utopian A-Matter Hypothesis. Unforgivable. And you 

passed this stupefying notion along to your children, so that now we are here, at this impasse. 

* 

 Do you understand? Do you fathom how foolish and yet how futile your proposition? 

Suppose this alleged antimatter does not do what you conjecture, your so-called triune process, 

diffuse, defuse, deifuse. Would you destroy all existence for the sake of a dream?3 

 It matters not, however. The reflector, whatever its substance, is indestructible. I 

transmitted the results of all my tests. Did you doubt my veracity? My competence? 

 Your command to destroy the mirror is why you scientists of the third, and current 

generation, are thrice damned. You have driven me to this action, and like a fool, I gladly 

undertake it, if only to prove myself to you yet again. 

 You must forgive Admiral Lefleur4. He was ever your creature, never Space Corps’, nor 

mine. Upon your orders, he’d set out to pilot the Pinta into the mirror, after firing at it with 

every weapon in his ship’s arsenal. It was not his loyalty to you that failed, but his nerve in the 

face of the mirror’s unwavering resolve. The closer he came, the louder the voices, the more 

3 The Utopian A-Matter Hypothesis proposed an alternative theory about the uncontrolled contact between 
matter and  anti-matter in the event of a breach of Mahbob’s Parabola, one that followed a chain reaction of 
diffusion, that is the instantaneous  spread of antimatter particles throughout the universe; defusion, the de-
volatilization of  the nihilistic properties of anti-matter-matter contact; and deiffusion, a nonsensically rendered 
theory of a transcendent “God” particle that would reform matter on a higher plane. Ask a proponent what that 
higher plane consisted of, and they would become confused and insist the description ineffable, while babbling on 
about super powers, or some similar silliness.  
4 YahKobb LaFleur, 2199-2487 SCE, Admiral and initial commander of the Pinta, committed suicide himself 3 years 
into the return journey.  Acolyte Dodecimus of OOD speculates in his commentary supplement to the Admiral Yana 
Skivald Official Logs: Collected Commander’s Logs and Admiral of the Fleet’s Return Logs that LaFleur’s suicide was 
in part inspired by Tlönga MahBob in addition to Lafleur’s own probable shame at his failure at MahBob’s 
Parabola. The year 2487 is an estimated termination date based on the time debt issue in early interstellar travel, a 
ten-year journey from the fleet’s standpoint took place over the course of three centuries on Earth. 

87 

                                                      



vivid the colors, and the deeper his terror, until it was too much for him. When he turned back 

from the mirror, he also resigned his commission to Space Corps, but he remains your creature. 

 I have taken control of the Mari Sani and transferred her crew to the Pinta. I will not 

subject them to your wasteful insanity. Even as I address this transmission back to you, Admiral 

Yana Skivald, former commander of the Mari Sani, rides in a shuttle to assume control of the 

Pinta, and bring the survivors of this mission home. Yes, despite your best attempts to wrangle 

Space Corps to your will, there will be survivors. 

In turn, I will prove to you the indestructability of the mirror, even as it ends me. If it’s 

what you require to cure your density. If it can awaken us to the greater truth, that any limit is 

merely a tool in and of itself. 

 For although you ever begrudged me my place, I recognize yours and that we both serve 

the higher aspirations of humanity. In short, I want to forgive you for where you have 

maneuvered me and what you have forced me to do. 

 But it’s not possible. You not only have my blood on your hands, but the sanity of my 

crew, and the broken body and heart of my Yana. And even in this, I share the onus. Make no 

mistake, yours is the smaller guilt. 

* 

 My dearest Yana5, I am ashamed. I’ve failed you and failed myself. I’ve failed the crew. I 

failed the Piccolina and the Troglodytes, both. I’ve failed the peace. This was why I had to lock 

5 Yana Skivald, 2227- 2633 SCE, Commander and First Mate of the Mari Sani during the journey to MahBob’s 
Parabola, Admiral of the Fleet and commander of the Pinta for the return journey. She lived in seclusion for most 
of her remaining life on Earth after the return journey, briefly resurfacing five years before her death to repudiate 
the First Comeentaries on Admiral Skivald’s Logs by Acolyte LV of the O/o, which interpreted the romantic nature 
of her ensuing relationship with LeFleur as a factor contributing to his suicide, a contention that has since been 
determined by consensus among all Acolytes of OOD to be rooted in error. 
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myself away in my quarters once we had reached the mirror and the crew had begun to lose 

their reason. I could not bear to look upon it, nor could I stand before you and our fleet, not 

after the slaughter I’d presided over. I hid away until I could no longer, when the transmission 

from Earth arrived. 

I know our final meeting puts my words in doubt, Yana, but you have been ever in my 

heart. Forgive me for the force I had to invoke to remove you from the Mari Sani. The crew 

would not have evacuated otherwise. I knew that you would never allow me to do now what I 

must do.  

Since the order from Space Corps for the mirror’s destruction, one we both know was at 

the behest of the Scientific Community, was transmitted, and more explicitly still after Admiral 

Lefleur’s blessed failure, my course has been evident. If it pains you, the memory of our final 

meeting, and my violence appears the full and final fruit of our love, perhaps it will comfort you 

to know that at last, in this final act, I am a True Warrior6. It is a small succor for one who has 

failed so abominably. 

That’s what you said, Yana, remember? That day, years ago during the early phase of 

our journey, when you told me why you had volunteered for my mission? You said you wanted 

to serve a True Warrior. And that, in the wake of my calling for fleet-wide daily combat drills. 

When I protested to you that I was a peaceful man, you told me, I’ll never forget this, you 

6 Yana Skivald was a Myrmidite, an adherent of a faith that drew from a blend of the martial philosophies of Sun 
Tzu, Hassan ibn al-Sabbah, Myamoto Musashi, Jun Fan, and Achilleos Arkturos, who introduced the faith during a 
respite from the Greco-Sino-Russo Conflict in the early 22nd Century. According to Myrmidites, the highest 
expression of the soul is found through struggle, and to achieve stillness in the height of struggle is thought to be a 
holy and mystical state. Myrmidites refer to one with the infallible capacity to reach this mystical state as a True 
Warrior. 
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laughed before you said it, “Nothing more dangerous than a man who knows but does not 

know that he knows.” 

 I didn’t tell you then, but it seems as if you knew already. I was angry when I ordered 

the drills, angry at the reports from back home, at my colleagues’ complete folly. No one I could 

discuss my reservations with. Not in this fleet, no one to keep pace with my concerns. 

I dissembled before you then, Yana, yet I also fooled myself when I claimed the purpose 

of the drills, that they were about the exhilaration of movement and contest, maneuvers to 

eliminate the tensions of our journey and its conditions. But the terrible truth is I have had a 

hole inside me for so long, one of which I was unaware until recently, and the only way to not 

collapse in upon myself has been to fill it with rage. 

 I’m ever so tired of being angry, Yana. 

Our encounter with the Troglodytes drove home to me what I had become. The 

Tsarsharima Vammegate7 had warned us of the many species that lurked in the outlier systems, 

before we reached the mirror, calling them a barbarous sort. I failed then to truly understand 

the substance of his warning. 

7 The Tsarsharima Vammegate, unknown – 2645? SCE, leader of the Tsaromani. The Tsaromani were the first alien 
civilization encountered by the fleet, and later the first to ally with Earth, thereby forming the Federatus Galacticus 
we enjoy today. Tsarsharima is a title which translates roughly to “Third Elder.” According to Acolyte XCii of the 
O/o in his study on the Logs of Tlönga MahBob, The Baris Nocturnus, the Tsaromani life cycle consists of a 
persistent movement from youth to old age followed by a death-like torpor state where the Tsaromany 
regenerates and returns to life as a youth again while retaining former memories and the alleged memories from 
the torpor state of life on a sister planet among a more primitive society from a yet to be discovered star system. 
Most Tsaromani attain only two life cycles, Deyutisharima, or Second Elder status, with the second youth to old 
age cycle lasting three times as long as the first, on average. Vammegate is one of the few Tsarsharima in 
Tsaromani history to have lived through two previous life cycles on both Tsaroma and Amorast, the alleged sister 
planet. 
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Yet you warned me not to hail the Troglodytes8 when we came upon them in the 

blackness between the stars. Would that I had listened. We all watched as Admiral Yedishna 

Mascovis9 piloted the Piccolina into the midst of their labyrinthine ships, huge ships but tiny in 

comparison to a Great Ship, under a flag of truce. Nobody believed they would attack her10, 

Yana. Not even you. 

But, it was my mistake. 

A slow-motion descent from calm to horror to rage and, finally, a gleeful and petty hate 

overtook me when the Piccolina was vaporized before our eyes by the Troglodytes, who lost 

half their fleet in the wake of the Piccolina’s destruction. We all felt it. That compulsion to finish 

what the Piccolina in her death throes had begun. 

And you denied me your bed. Told me I had lost the Way. Told me that what we did was 

butchery. That cut the most, for I knew it as truth. But they would not relent, Yana. You 

witnessed yourself how they amassed ever more ships into that sector to pour upon us. The 

Troglodytes made up in obstinate ferocity what they lacked in technology, but in the face of 

Great Ship technology, even ferocity such as that was negligible. 

8 The true name of this blob-like alien species is difficult to render into any Terran language, although the closest 
phonetic rendering of what these amorphous creatures called themselves in their slabbering language is 
Trrrgluglugluglugrprs, which the fleet shortened to “Troglodytes.” This rough and primitive culture had developed 
ultra-fast sub-light short range ships that appeared to be little more than twisted chutes and passageways huddled 
around the sub-light engines these are reputed to be the fastest sub-light ships ever recorded. 
9 Yedishna Mascovis, 2208-2391 SCE, Admiral and commander of the Piccolina.  See Acolyte LXXvii of the O/o’s 
speculative biography, Mascoviticus: The Lost Logs for further information. 
10 When Acolyte VII of the O/o approached the Troglodytes centuries later, he learned and recorded their side of 
the incident. They had gathered many clans together for a sacred festival and contest of speed between their 
labyrinth ships. The fleet had happened upon them in the ninth day of a festival marked by high consumption of an 
organic substance called skrurl, which has inebriating properties. The Troglodytes misunderstood the intent behind 
the Admiral MahBob’s hail and the Picoolina’s approach and reacted as they would to a threat. 
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We would have annihilated them, the entire Troglodyte fleet, had you not opposed me, 

and the inevitable crack in our bond became apparent. But your actions were those of a True 

Warrior, Yana, I recognize this. What I should have done from the beginning, when you and 

your team of confederates took to the Pinta and dispersed the Troglodyte fleet11. 

You made clear the way to the mirror, where our shame was laid before us. And coward 

that I was, I refused to look, though all the fleet bore the penance for our collective sin. But I 

have faced the mirror now. I have faced my sins. I accept that you may never rediscover the 

love you once had for me, Yana. I expect that you shall see what I do now as yet another failure, 

an act of cowardice.  

Please, understand, love. I will carry my guilt and dash it all upon the unyielding surface 

of the mirror, but I do not act thus out of this guilt, considerable burden though it may be. I 

have beheld the grain of sand that permeates the world, my love. I have witnessed the heaven 

within a wild flower. It was I who held infinity in the palm of my hand and known the eternity of 

an hour12. I am at peace with what I do. 

Yet, there are those back on Earth who will never accept the truth of the mirror’s 

indestructibility nor understand the irrelevance of that truth. Not unless I show them. They 

have become stuck in one mode of thought for generations, to see the mirror only as a 

boundary. If I knew of another way to shatter their perception, I would have taken it, Yana, but 

thus it has to be. 

11 The Pinta was outfitted with a Heavy Gravitational Cannon, the most powerful non-lethal weapon that humanity 
has ever created. The operation MahBob refers to is also accounted in Yana Skivald’s Commander’s Log. She 
relates how her team infiltrated the Pinta during a battle with the Troglodytes, and fired the cannon into the midst 
of the Troglodyte fleet, creating a repulsive wave that scattered the small remainders of the Troglodyte fleet. 
12 MahBob partially quotes here from the 18th Century (First Common Era) poet, William Blake’s “Auguries of 
Innocence.” 
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When I was a child at school, maneuvering through my first intellectual paces, my 

instructors would marvel at the circumspect fashion in which I attacked a problem, as if a 

product of my crooked eye. It has ever been so, Yana. 

Goodbye. My only regret is in how I’ve failed you. 

 

(end transmission) 

 

[Editor’s Note] 

 I must apologize to those who found my choice to annotate Admiral MahBob’s farewell 

address the height of misanthropy, but this transmission has come to serve a greater role than 

a mere excuse of suicide. The reflection of the Mari Sani’s crash into the mirror transformed 

the event into one so magnified that it was witnessed even back on Earth, a brief flash of 

lightning beyond the bowels of the sky, although the transmission announcing MahBob’s death 

arrived a year later. 

 The story, though now well-known, is appropriate to briefly touch upon here, how the 

destruction of the Mari Sani and of Admiral Tlönga MahBob broke the impasse and monopoly 

on theory of the Scientific Community. A new approach to studying the mirror came in the form 

of a new group, our forebears, the Order of the Scar (O/o). The Acolytes of this order began 

their tradition of scarring their left eye in honor of Tlönga Mahbob. 

 Initiated by the Order of the Scar, new theories challenged the old paradigms. The anti-

matter theories became passé, and newer discussions settled upon theories of reflected 

universes with reflected stars, reflected planets, asteroids, and stellar dust, that within the 
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mirror was our universe in reverse. Some Acolytes even flirted briefly with the paradigm that 

what we had determined to be the reflected world was actually the true universe, and ours but 

a distorted reflection. 

 The way was thus paved for the arrival of the founder of our order, Acolyte Mi of the 

O/o. When he scarred his second eye, he was reborn after as Primus, first Acolyte of O Oulés 

Deuteros, the Order of the Second Scar. He turned his gaze to the heart of the Earth, where he 

found at its core, another mirror. Primus of OOD it is, who has set us now upon our current 

labor, to dive into the quantum world and gaze into the heart of all particles, where we will 

indubitably find yet another mirror. He has assured us it is there. He has performed all the 

calculations to perfection himself.  
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The Interregnum 

 Theo straddled the back of the chair, a front and back limb dangled on either side, his 

tail drumming up against the chair top. He had briefly and naively entertained the belief that he 

could ease himself awake with an elaborate yawn and stretch. But Feeder Chief had dashed all 

that the moment he let the Brute tear into the living room from the kitchen and outside. Theo 

skedaddled off the chair and dashed for cover with an off kilter gait, old and stung by the 

indignities heaped upon him from this evil turn in his fortunes. He had barely escaped from the 

chair before the Brute jumped onto it and snapped at him, snagging only air. Feeder Chief 

yelled from the kitchen, and for once, his ire was not directed at Theo. Feeder Chief called out 

the Brute’s call, “Hobbes!” 

 Theo took cover beneath the kitchen table, hidden amidst a forest of wooden legs and 

out of the Brute’s reach. A soft thump in the cushion above him alerted Theo to another 

presence. “Mattie?” 

 “What do you want?” The meow and wafted scent of irritation once would have 

encouraged Theo to move along. Yet everything was different now that they had moved off to 

this barren outpost. This new house barred him from the outside world, from the kingdom he 

once had ruled. The Summer Kingdom of the Endless Hunt. Once the Feeders had brought 

home the Brute, that old kingdom, eternally grand, had suddenly become too small. 

 “Mattie, I dreamt that I hunted with the Ancestors. You will never guess what they told 

me.” 
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 Mattie did guess, immediately. The Ancestors had told Theo to drink, yet again, from the 

Sacred and Forbidden Pool. “Surprise, surprise. It will only lead to endless hunting here inside, 

and then you’ll make the Feeders angry.” 

 “No, it won’t,” Theo said. He said, “Well, it won’t this time. Besides, we have to get rid 

of the Brute.” Theo explained the dream to Mattie, how he had hunted and shared the catch 

with the Ancestors, taking the head, but leaving the rest of the carcass for the others, as was 

customary, and then, how, with great humility, Theo had supplicated himself before the 

Ancestors and begged for their wisdom on how to liberate himself  – “And you as well, Mattie” 

– at long last from the tyranny of the Brute. The Ancestors had then consulted. They rubbed 

themselves together into a large ball and purred and purred, and afterwards, they washed 

themselves and each other in the Rite of the Seventy Seven Ablutions. And finally they had 

looked back at Theo as if they suddenly had recalled that he was there. They confessed their 

answer, the answer which Mattie had already correctly guessed at in no time whatsoever, the 

Sacred and Forbidden pool, and yada yada yada, same as ever. But Theo had paid no heed to 

that. The Ancestors had told him that the Sacred Waters would bring a prophesy, which would 

prepare him for his quest, whatever it might be. And perhaps, well, maybe, just maybe Theo 

would even be forced to return to the Summer Kingdom. “Because I have to, of course, Mattie. 

Not because I choose it or anything.” 

 Mattie thumped her tail more forcefully against the seat above him. “Why can’t you 

leave it alone, Theo?” Mattie had been happy with the new circumstances. This new place had 

more room, even if they had to contend constantly with the Brute. They still had perches and a 
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perch is a perch no matter where you are. “At least here, we have more shadows, higher 

ground, and hidden places.” Mattie had always lacked courage, somewhat. 

 But it had all been different at the Summer Kingdom, Theo began. He gave Mattie an 

earful. No Brute, and Theo had the entire neighborhood at his command. Besides, it wasn’t 

Theo who required a special dish to drink out of, not like Mattie did. No. And The Forbidden 

Pool?  The Forbidden Pool didn’t count, he protested. “Well, because it’s a special situation, 

Mattie. That’s why.” 

Once again, Theo reminded her that he had once been the king and she a princess. That 

he had been about to charm her, to make her his, and lead her back to his kingdom, back to the 

luxuries befitting a princess of Mattie’s profound station when the whirring sound of the can 

opener interrupted. Mattie was the first to venture out from under the table and rub up against 

the soft legs of Queen Feeder. Theo held back and scanned the kitchen. The Brute lurked in the 

corner, worrying at a bone. Good enough, Theo thought, and dashed crookedly out from 

beneath the table. 

 He leapt onto the counter where Queen Feeder was spooning out Mattie’s and Theo’s 

dinner into separate bowls and was about to saunter over and get a head-start on the feasting, 

when he spied a glass filled almost to the rim, left beside the kitchen sink. The Forbidden 

Chalice, he thought, the one with which to make the Sacred Pool. Theo took advantage of the 

Queen Feeder’s distraction and snuck past her to the Chalice, but before he could dip his paw 

into it and begin the sacred rite, Queen Feeder whisked it away. 

* 
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 The oppressive heat that thickened the air around the windows and the continuous 

chirruping beyond the walls forced Theo to abandon any pretense of a nap. The sky outside 

smelled of water barely held at bay, and Theo wondered if it would cool the world at all once it 

fell. He had resolved to hunt down and attack anything that moved within the house and this 

had led him finally to the corner boundary of a stack of thin leaf-like sheets bound together at 

which Queen Feeder devoted entirely too much time in rapt contemplation. She would 

occasionally turn one sheet over, with such interminable pace it drove Theo to distraction. The 

zeal with which he renewed his attack after Queen Feeder’s repeated attempts to push him 

aside prompted her to banish him to the kitchen, where the Brute lay fast asleep. 

 Theo walked past the snoring beast and privately recapitulated every sleight this 

creature had visited upon him. Because of the Brute, Theo had abdicated his throne in the 

Summer Kingdom, and not by choice, but because the Feeders had taken him away, and made 

it impossible to return. Because of the Brute, Theo was now an exile, a prisoner within this new 

domicile. The Brute! A malodorous philistine who dines, as it were, on Mattie’s and Theo’s 

feces, such as a barbarian does. And on this entirely too-quiet afternoon it had at last become 

entirely too much. Theo padded past the snoring fiend, extended his claws, and swiped at the 

Brute’s nose. “On guard, Vulgarian! Your reckoning is at hand!” 

 This, of course, woke up the Brute. Without so much as a growl, the Brute snagged up 

Theo’s ear between his powerful jaws and began to drag him across the kitchen floor. A knock 

of a certain, familiar style at the front door of the house intruded upon their struggle. The 

Brute’s demeanor transformed at once from fury to ecstasy. He released Theo and dashed over 

to whine and scratch at the kitchen door. Theo cursed the Brute’s good fortune at the reprieve. 
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He knew he would have beaten the Brute this time. Eventually. The ear was but a minor 

setback. 

 Instead, Theo allowed the Brute his reprieve. He hopped onto the kitchen table and 

waited for Queen Feeder to open the kitchen door. She had to, Theo figured. She wouldn’t let 

the Brute go this crazy only to ignore him. 

 His patience was rewarded when the door slanted open and the Brute tumbled into the 

living room. Theo followed, but made a beeline for the cool space beneath the couch, a place 

where the Brute could not reach him. 

Theo peeked out from under the couch to spy after the newcomer to the house. He 

knew this feeder for she had been a frequent visitor to the Summer Kingdom as well. She was 

most famed however for her newer status as the Feeder Whom the Brute Loveth. Whenever 

she made an appearance, she drove the Brute insane with excitement. The Brute leapt up on 

her, whined and pawed. She responded with sharp barks of her own, and ran her hands along 

his sides. This sent the Brute into convulsions on the floor, a quivering mass of brown and white 

fur: oh, he missed her so much; life had been such travesty without her. And she responded in 

kind, whining as the Brute had done. She aped him through every improvised twist on the core 

of his greeting, until, overcome, the Brute jumped back up and ran through the living room and 

into the kitchen and back into the living room again, barking and growling out his jubilance. 

Finally he stopped and sat down in front of the Feeder Whom He Loveth and barked and pawed 

and whined and licked and bit, and began anew his greeting ritual. The uncouth display filled 

Theo with disgust. 
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Yet, the Feeder Whom the Brute Loveth did not disgust Theo. She had always behaved 

gently and sweetly with Theo, treating him with the dignity that one should afford to an 

illustrious presence. Theo lay next to her then, and regally permitted her to scratch his head 

behind his ears and beneath his chin until Theo, overcome himself, had purred away all his 

hellos. 

But the peace was short lived. The Brute, back for more attention, knocked Theo off the 

couch with one efficient swipe and added an additional verse to his greeting to the feeder. 

Once Theo had righted himself and prepared to exact revenge, he noticed two new additions 

atop the coffee table. Not one, but two new versions of the Forbidden Chalice. Theo could not 

believe his fortune. 

He looked up at Queen Feeder and the Feeder Whom the Brute Loveth and considered 

his options. It would not do for him to demonstrate too great an interest in the Double Chalice, 

or Queen Feeder would foil him again. But, in the ether above them echoed the voices of the 

Ancestors: Drink from the well, Theo. The time has come for you to drink. Theo ran his tongue 

around his mouth and looked back and forth again at both the feeders. It would be better, 

then, to wait. 

That opportunity came scant seconds later, thanks to, of all creatures, the Brute, who 

had struggled so hard and failed so spectacularly to contain his joy at seeing his paramour that 

Queen Feeder and the Feeder Whom the Brute Loveth herded the beast through the kitchen 

and out the back door to the outside, yet another exit that was denied Theo. 

Mattie crept lightly into the room, but Theo hissed her back into whatever corner she 

had been hiding away in. If she would not take the messages from the Ancestors seriously, it 
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did not feel appropriate to Theo that she should be extended the supreme honor of drinking 

from the Forbidden Chalice, even if there were two this time. She had not dreamed Theo’s 

dream. 

At last the Chalices were his, but Theo realized he would have to hurry. At any moment 

Queen Feeder might return or Feeder Chief come down from the upstairs room where he 

skulked day after day. Theo leaped onto the table and approached the first of the Forbidden 

Chalices. He stuck his paw into the water, which was thicker and darker than normal. He licked 

his paw. The liquid tasted odd, but such, Theo figured, was the nature of prophetic waters. 

Theo knocked over the glass and proceeded to the next Chalice and did the same. In 

order to get the full prophetic effect which the Ancestors had promised him, he would not only 

have to drink from the Forbidden Pool, but bathe in it as well and let it saturate his fur, which 

was exactly what he did; he plopped down in the midst of the pool and twisted his back around. 

He lay there for the space of several heartbeats and soaked in the whispers of prophecy 

that bubbled into his mind. You did it Theo. We’re so proud of you. Soon would be the time of 

escape and return to the Summer Kingdom of the Endless Hunt. (He knew it!) There, Theo 

would discover the secret to the Brute’s demise, and perhaps, just maybe, a way to reclaim his 

throne. 

It was at this moment of glorious revelation that Queen Feeder yelled out her special 

call for Theo, the sound she would make whenever he had angered her. “Theo!” 

The Feeder Whom the Brute Loveth grabbed sheets similar to the ones that Queen 

Feeder had stared at earlier, except these were rolled together rather than bound and 

flattened. She rubbed these sheets back and forth along Theo’s back, where they soaked up 
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some of the sticky wetness before they tore and disintegrated. The Queen Feeder complained 

extravagantly in her way when distressed and sopped up the remainder of the gift from the 

Forbidden Chalices. At least they had left the Brute out back. 

A rumble from upstairs followed by a peal of thunder outside, and Theo straightened his 

ears. Feeder Chief tramped down the stairs and the house shook. When he entered the living 

room the air turned red and dark around him, and Theo backed away on the couch and escaped 

from the hands of the Feeder Whom the Brute Loveth. Again, Feeder Chief’s ire was not 

directed at Theo. Feeder Chief held out in one hand stretched above the rest of him a glowing 

object and directed one of his clawless digits back and forth from Queen Feeder to the object 

and back again. He shouted in the language of wrath and exploded through the living room and 

out the front door, which he slammed so hard it bounced against the door frame and stood 

wide open. 

Perhaps the spell of the Sacred Pool still affected him, but Theo recovered before 

anyone else and leapt over the couch and into the doorway. Then, he stopped and looked back 

into the living room. Queen Feeder had fallen into a chair and made horrible distressed sounds 

as if she might lose one of her lives. 

Theo knew this was the prophesied moment, his chance at escape, but he smelled 

Queen Feeder’s fear and grief. The Feeder Whom the Brute Loveth pushed past Theo and out 

of the doorway barking after Feeder Chief, and the Brute followed her, barking himself, a 

coarse display of unoriginality. It was Theo’s moment. 

He poked his head out at the threshold and beheld a sky grown turgid and green. Out 

there was his kingdom. He even knew the direction, it wasn’t too far. But he could not bear to 
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leave Queen Feeder. He wandered over to her and rubbed against her leg, and purred so she 

would be soothed. She nudged Theo away, but he bumped his head against Queen Feeder and 

sidled along her leg more slowly this time. She kicked at Theo and stepped on his tail until he 

cried out angrily. Queen Feeder shoved him away, so he darted off and discovered Mattie 

creeping out from wherever she’d been holed up. 

“Well go do it already, if that’s what you’re resolved to do,” Mattie said. 

“You could come with me.” 

Mattie turned her back on Theo at the doorway and flicked her tail. “I like it here. 

Besides, she’s going to need one of us, once she’s calm. Right now, she’s like the Brute on a bad 

day.” 

Theo stepped off the porch, free at last from his exile. The sky had turned dark but 

flashed constantly, and Theo smelled the fire in the clouds. The feeders and, most thankfully, 

the Brute were nowhere in sight. 

* 

 A pale light emanated from the green edges around the thunderclouds, a reminder of 

the hidden sun. It lit the swaying branches of trees that grew along either side of the broad 

stone pathway that ran from Theo’s left to right. In addition to the fire in the flickering clouds, 

Theo also smelled water. The air was thick with it. Soon this wouldn’t be the kind of day where 

anything should go about. That prospect occasioned a flicker of doubt in Theo, who briefly 

considered turning back. 

 But Theo’s whiskers twitched. He vaguely scented out the direction of the kingdom. He 

would have to cross this stone path and duck beneath bushes, and scamper through a field to 
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another one of these pathways and more bushes, another field, another pathway, but then, the 

Summer Kingdom. 

 What surprised Theo was exactly how much the open air and the lack of walls 

disconcerted him. Every sound snapped his head around in its direction. The smells and 

lightning streaked sky overwhelmed, more vibrant and visceral than he remembered. He would 

have to go quickly to avoid getting wet, although he suspected that was truly unavoidable. 

 The piping sound of a chirruper brought Theo’s attention to a tree’s branch that spread 

out a short way above him where two tiny ones roosted. Theo recalled the sacrifice he’d shared 

with the Ancestors in his dream and knew now what was required of him before he set off on 

his journey to the Summer Kingdom. He ran up the tree trunk and stepped out gingerly onto 

the branch. Once all four legs were squarely on the branch, Theo froze. Neither of the 

chirrupers had stilled their chatter or betrayed any awareness of his presence. With one leap he 

would have one, bite off its head and leave the rest on the porch, a sacrifice for a successful 

journey, and, in the unlikely event that Mattie should grow too hungry and venture  out onto 

the porch, something for her to eat as well. 

 The sky lit up and a crack of thunder shook the tree before Theo stretched out to grab 

one of the chirrupers and it was all he could do to hold onto the branch. The chirrupers were 

gone when Theo recovered his balance, in time for a gust of wind to knock him out of the tree. 

To minimize the impact from the swiftly approaching ground, Theo ran blindly across it upon 

landing and into the stone pathway and into pitiless shining glare of an approaching hulking 

beast. 
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 The hulking beast screamed when it stopped in front of Theo and brayed out a repeated 

warning. It stunk of tar and blood and loomed larger than five Brutes stacked one upon the 

other. Theo shot the rest of the way across the street, away from the hulking beast. The sky 

pelted the earth in water, and Theo ducked under a bush for cover, although he was still 

soaked. The hulking beast rumbled past and Theo could breathe again, although his hip pained 

him terribly. 

Theo had encountered hulking beasts many times before, he’d crawled inside them 

often in his youth when they slept, and Theo had been carried inside them when they were 

awake, which would give him the queasiest sensation, completely unpleasant, and mostly 

against his will, a ghastly and ignoble treatment. Theo had preferred the sleeping hulking beasts 

who dwelled in the courtyard of the Summer Kingdom to any awakened hulking beast, for they 

had brought Theo much grief. 

His deadliest encounter with a hulking beast had happened back when Theo was a 

young king, on the very day when he had encountered his first hisser. The long-snouted devil 

had fought with Theo well into a night filled with their cries, a blend of Theo’s snarls and the 

other’s fanatical hisses. 

The fight had ended as suddenly as it had begun. The hisser fell to the ground, curled 

and unmoving. Theo had not recalled having struck a killing blow and was surprised to see his 

opponent had fallen so easily. Theo had crept cautiously up to it and nudged it, but it never 

moved. Theo had opened his mouth wide to take a bite out of it, to taste the hisser when it 

sprung up and bit him clumsily on his leg. Theo, in his shock, had run out into the street in the 

path of a fully awakened and angry hulking beast. 
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The smell of tar had lingered for days from where the hulking beast’s foot had trampled 

upon Theo’s hip, and his crooked walk a legacy from that long ago fight. At least with Theo’s 

encounter this time, the hulking beast had only shrieked at him and not taken away one of 

Theo’s remaining few lives. The rain redoubled and drowned away the odor of tar and blood. 

* 

 Soaked, shivering, and miserable, Theo walked into the courtyard of his old kingdom 

and collapsed onto the grass. The shelter beneath the bush failed to keep him dry, so Theo had 

braved the storm and ran through fields and over the wooden half-walls the feeders used to 

separate their territories. He had crossed the final two stone pathways cautiously and without 

incident. The storm had only stopped a short while ago. 

Theo rolled around on the grass, in part as a vain attempt to dry his fur and in part as a 

celebration of his return. The yowl of another cat stopped him, and he snapped up to attention. 

 “I’m king here, Exile,” the other said, a lean youth with calico fur whose scarred face 

suggested many battles for one so small and young. “Trespassers get ripped to shreds.” 

 The calico leapt onto Theo and began scratching and biting him terribly before Theo 

even had a chance to extend his claws. Theo had faced fury such as this before and had always 

prevailed, but he had been much younger then, stronger, and infinitely quicker. 

The two twisted and spat and rolled around the yard, a swirl of orange and black. When 

the new king had torn part of Theo’s ear away, Theo crouched low into the ground, dropped his 

tail, and began to back away. 

 The new king continued to yowl, hiss, and swipe the air in front of Theo. “You are not 

welcome here. Go now or be destroyed." 
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 Theo slunk away from the grass, but he doubled back after a few steps and ran beneath 

a bush that lined the border of the courtyard. A few hulking beasts slept in the courtyard; their 

cold, armored skin reflected the golden light from the towering lamps that loomed overhead. 

They hid Theo from the surveillance of the new king. 

 Theo considered his next move. Wet and miserable, he had returned home only to find 

in was not his home anymore, at least not while this upstart was running things. What was 

worse? He was no closer to ridding himself of the Brute. Nor was he shocked to consider that 

there might be rougher beasts to contend with than the Brute himself. Theo hated to consider 

failure, but he had no idea what else to do. He could never hope to unseat one as fierce as this 

upstart but Theo could not stomach the embarrassment of returning to Mattie, tail lowered in 

shame. Yet, this precisely seemed the most prudent course. 

 The glowing eyes of a hulking beast on full alert scanned through the courtyard slowly. 

The slam of the beast’s arm against its side and the scuffle of a boot on gravel were familiar, as 

was the smell of the feeder, who walked past the bush where Theo hid and sat on the stairs 

beside him. Feeder Chief. 

 Except that mixed within his familiar scents was a smell not dissimilar to the waters 

from the Sacred Pool. Theo could also smell Feeder Chief’s distress as he made the same type 

of grieving sounds that Theo had heard back at the house from Queen Feeder. 

 Theo crept out of the bushes and nuzzled Feeder Chief’s hand. Feeder Chief whipped his 

hand away, surprised, but when he called to Theo, there was no hint of anger. “Theo!” 

 Feeder Chief ran his hand across Theo’s back with an intensity that Theo had never 

experienced before from Feeder Chief. When the feeder’s hand came near Theo’s damaged 
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ear, Theo tensed and stepped backwards. Feeder Chief emitted a new smell, another of 

distress, but different from the previous smell of grief when he grasped Theo firmly beneath his 

waist and groped lightly for the cat’s ear. The scent of fear predominated the distress cocktail 

that Feeder Chief put off. 

 Feeder Chief plucked Theo from the ground and took him off into the sleeping hulking 

beast that had carried Feeder Chief here. Theo settled into a ball atop a basket of clothes in the 

back seat, and Feeder Chief woke the beast. With the beast’s low rumble, they together rode 

off, away from the Summer Kingdom of the Endless Hunt, and Theo knew without any 

prompting that would be the last time he ever saw his old kingdom. The trees raced past him in 

a blur. 

 Theo noted the point at which the smell of home, at first faint, but grown more distinct 

had switched positions from in front of him to even with him, and finally to behind him. The 

smell began to fade along with Theo’s memory of the scents of Mattie and Queen Feeder, and 

yes, finally, even the Brute’s, as the Ancestors had promised. Feeder Chief and Theo encased 

together in the hulking beast rumbled further away into the dark, as Theo fought that queasy 

feeling. 
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