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SOME BACKGROUND 

 

The overall storyline revolves around the protagonist and 

his receipt of a pair of goggles that enable him to see the world 

with the vision of Christ.  He is learning to do so in an ongoing 

and very human way... 

In the previous scene he assisted a business colleague in res-

cuing a man from a hotel fire, after which time he immediately 

went into shock and collapsed on the pavement. 

 

SOME CHARACTERS 

 

Bethlehem Jesus 

Hafiz, a.k.a. the Poet Yes.  That One. 

Armando The CEO of a Mexican appliance 

manufacturer, and he of fire rescu-

ing fame 

Lionel, Stanislov, Friends accrued along the way, 

Elise, Harriet, whom our protagonist met when 

Frederick and taken to a city in a world occupying 

Constance a space akin to the borderlands of 

his heart
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I AWOKE to the unmistakable sound of a grappling hook se-

curing purchase with the brushed steel balustrade of an outside 

balcony, then watched patiently as the connected rope pulsed to 

and fro in a series of taut, jerky twitches. 

Climbers. 

At least one, anyway. 

My room was being invaded.  My room... where? 

I could have probably rousted myself and ran for it, but I 

hadn't been able to recover as of yet any data concerning my re-

cent history.  I had no idea where I was, if I was dressed or, if 

not, where any of my clothes were, or how I'd even come to be in 

such an esoteric set of circumstances.  Sudden and panicked 

dashing about seemed ill-advised and unnecessary.  Aside from 
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the sudden presence of the grappling hook, I felt wholly comfort-

able in my unknown surroundings, and I felt, intuitively, that 

the nebula of my present would clarify, hopefully for the better, 

when the climber(s) managed to attain the summit of their 

climb.  I was looking forward to a nice surprise. 

The rope twitching was augmented shortly by a set of ran-

domly placed guttural expulsions, then I watched in spreading 

delight as the Poet's face crested the slab of the balcony.  He was 

oblivious of me, lost in contemplation of the best way to transi-

tion from the rope to the balustrade, and from there to the bal-

cony proper, like a ninja silently investigating a superposition of 

alternatives with his inner sight.  After making his decision, he 

winked at me, ending my charade of voyeurism.  Then he turned 

back to his work, paused to gather his faculties, and swung him-

self in a clever dipsy-doodle that allowed him to dig one foot into 

the gap between the grillwork and the concrete.  From there, he 

clawed his way up to a standing position, then made a two-

footed hop over the barrier, landed, brushed himself clean of as-

sorted bits of the outside of the building, turned, and bowed. 

I would have applauded, but the entire entrance sequence 

had suggested the time was ripe for stealthy movements, furtive 

glances, and silent appreciation of unexpected feats of dexterity, 

not raucous displays of enthusiasm.  The Poet disabused me of 
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this viewpoint immediately. 

"Fun, isn't it?" he practically bellowed, his breath pounding 

in and out of his frame in diaphragm stretching heaves.  I 

lurched upright in the bed at the shock of such raw volume, and 

waited for whatever resided on the other side of the door to fly 

into the room and demand an explanation. 

"What's fun?" I replied. 

"Having fun...  It's fun, isn't it?" 

"Oh... yes." 

"Now I'm not saying..." he continued, his speech coming in 

bursts of exhalation, "you and Armando went about... things the 

hard way or anything... but... think it over, that's all..."  I 

watched as slowly he returned to a normal respiratory rate, wip-

ing sweat from his brow.  Then he began scanning the room like 

he was hoping his gaze would reveal a cool mountain spring. 

Went about things the hard way? 

I remembered instantly the fire, and our gauntlet of smoke 

and heat, and my stomach turned over in its moorings.  I re-

called how it had felt plunging into some sort of shock, and then 

a multitude of unanswered questions flocked to me in droves, as 

if I were a bus driver waiting outside of the school, all the other 

buses had flat tires, and the bell had rung on the last day before 

summer.  I dismissed the onslaught of students for the time be-
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ing, sealing the levered door before they could really scramble 

aboard, and waited, certain there was more.  The Poet soon 

obliged me, having regained a measure of cardiovascular deco-

rum. 

"Well, of course it's not to say 'fun' is the answer to every-

thing, but a certain playfulness can keep the flow of Creation 

unencumbered.  The days in which a- shall we say- alternate ap-

proach to unfolding events would have potentially avoided the 

fire altogether occurred well in advance of the fire itself, so don't 

think I'm saying you handled yourself in any way other than 

brilliantly when push came to shove.  I'm just saying- a grap-

pling hook and a nice length of rope can work wonders in such 

situations." 

"We almost died, Hafiz." 

"Ahh, yes..."  He snapped into a vertical line, assuming the 

pose of a military cadet awaiting inspection, his face instantly a 

blank stare.  He couldn't squelch the twinkle in his eyes, howev-

er, which looked like calm pools through which there flooded a 

radiant, timeless compassion.  "The vaunted death knoll.  The 

inescapable duty of the living, to die."  He gave a salute that 

nearly whipped the surrounding air into something visible, then 

continued, "The supposed passage into utter non-existence.  The 

oppressive immensity of meaninglessness.  Good.  Let it out.  
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This is what I mean.  Could you have experienced the fire with-

out that?  Maybe?  Just try and let that notion sneak in a little 

bit..." 

I tried to put myself back into the fire without the fear that 

had coursed through me like an inner rendition of the oblivion.  

It was nearly impossible to do.  I tried repeatedly, each time 

feeling my entire bodily sensation descend into the pit of my 

stomach, as if I were being asked to march barehanded into the 

certain defeat of a calvary charge, but then on the last attempt I 

felt a loosening, an acceptance, a calm equanimity surface with-

in me.  It was like reflecting on a fireworks display in geological 

time, knowing myself to be far, far vaster than anything that 

could pass in the blink of an eye, and yet somehow also being 

right there, on the rim of the canyon, absorbed by and witness to 

the show. 

"There you go, my friend.  That's just a start by the way-- a 

mere trickle.  Do you think the Beloved is preoccupied with this 

business of utter annihilation?  I tell you this: She is most defi-

nitely not.  The Beloved cannot even comprehend the existence 

of such thoughts.  To Her they would be wholly meaningless, 

and as She is meaning itself, She cannot even be brought into 

contact such notions.  They pass through without any interac-

tion whatsoever, like those little bits of nothing at all that you 
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call neutrinos.  Why should you be so obsessed with them, then?  

This is where a sprinkling of fun would come in handy.  To 

break things up.  To make room for a different view.  Do you 

see?" 

"Almost.  I'm not sure I was up for cracking jokes.  You're 

saying I felt something that wasn't even real?  I thought my hair 

was going to catch on fire." 

"I'm saying you still think like you are something that isn't 

even real.  Personal franchise and all that.  It dies the hard way-

- believe me, I know.  You were beautiful, too-- astounding even.  

Let's not forget that.  You were amazing.  All I'm saying is... 

there are more trap doors built into the world than you suspect." 

I thought about this for a moment.  "What did you mean 

when you said the fire could have been avoided altogether?" 

"I'm saying in your mind, you possess a propensity for crisis-

- an interpretation against Reality.  It builds up in the system 

like a byproduct Nature doesn't know how to metabolize, and 

then-- Poof!-- you have a fire." 

My mind again...  I felt a wave of self-pity and disgust wash 

over me, followed by another of raw confusion, then another of 

anger.  I was changing colors internally as if I were a startled 

chameleon turned inside out.  "I feel like I'm back at square 

one," I said, "like I haven't even moved one step.  Here we are 
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again, talking about my mind.  What do you mean by a propen-

sity for crisis?" 

"It's like the interest on a bad debt.  Eventually you can't 

keep up with the payments, and everything goes haywire.  What 

it means is that you think it's entirely possible for something to 

go wrong.  Completely wrong.  Awfully wrong.  Wrong in a way 

that matters, and cannot be fixed.  You think sanity requires 

that you admit as much.  You spend every day looking your fel-

low man in the eye and saying, 'Yup, it's true.  All hell could 

break loose any moment.  That's what honesty demands of us.'"  

His John Wayne impersonation was spot on.  "You think it 

makes sense to give the false the same shot at the trophy as the 

true.  You think this is both rational and courageous.  You call it 

facing reality.  It is nothing of the sort, I assure you.  It's all part 

of trying to keep the personal franchise up and running.  Do you 

remember what Lionel told you?" 

"Generally.  He told me I had to look upon the world with 

new eyes.  I thought Bethlehem and I made some progress with 

those caterpillars.  I felt like something sloughed off of me, and 

then I thought I was on the right track coming here to Mexico, 

but now I'm not sure at all.  And where have those guys been, 

anyway?" 

"Never mind.  They've been right there with you the entire 
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time.  As I have.  Lionel told you this: 'Vision comes from stand-

ing in the places where you can see the least, and looking with 

fresh eyes.'  You have begun.  You and Bethlehem danced a jig, 

to be sure.  Nothing can be the same for you now.  Here's the se-

cret nobody told you: you are no longer standing in the same 

pool of confusion, though you still do not have the ability to dis-

tinguish one from another.  By the time you get that, it's a use-

less talent, anyway.  There is movement taking place, though 

you perhaps see it not.  Now we must continue what you have 

started.  Leave the question of how you are doing to me, by the 

way.  I will deal with that one... permanently."  His hands be-

came a sort of impromptu sign language for something dissolv-

ing into the heavens. 

I got the sense the Poet had big plans for me today.  "We're 

not going back to the fire, are we...?" 

"Not unless you insist." 

"Let's not," I suggested.  "I'm not sure I'm up for a bike ride, 

either." 

"No need," he said. 

"Where am I, anyway?" 

"Armando's place.  After the doctors confirmed you just 

needed some rest, he had you brought here." 

I scanned the room with fresh eyes, thinking back once 
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again to our foray into the burning building.  "Armando is a good 

man," I said, my attention caught temporarily by a massive pair 

of steer horns adorning the wall just above the bed.  "I wouldn't 

have made it through the fire to get Mr. Tatenaka without him."  

I was hearing this for the first time myself.  "There was a mo-

ment at the top of the stairs when I froze, when all the cells in 

my body took a vote and decided en masse that we should turn 

and run, and it was a far stronger desire than my mind could 

tolerate, but Armando was moving for Mr. Tatenaka like a force 

of nature, like a landslide already half way down the mountain.  

He was irresistible and he just sucked me into his wake.  When I 

felt his clarity and commitment, I just moved with him.  I wish I 

could have been stronger, though.  I panicked." 

I felt a twinge of shame, as if I had failed at something, or 

missed a rare opportunity.  I resolved myself to be stronger in 

the future, and imagined once again staring down the barrel of 

that heat, feeling nothing but a pure and unfettered volition.  I 

couldn't go back, I realized.  I pictured Rosetti feeling this same 

way after a bad throw, eager to overwrite the past with his next 

pitch-- determined to muster the inner forces needed to do bet-

ter.  Then my short term memory interrupted me.  Hadn't the 

Poet just said I had acted perfectly? 

I turned back to where the Poet had been standing, but he 
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was gone. 

Armando's home was gone, too. 

 

I was standing in darkness. 

A wave washed over my feet, and I looked up into a night 

sky glowing with stars.  A cool breeze was blowing in off the sea, 

carrying the sounds of surf curling in on itself and crashing upon 

the beach.  Each wave pounded the shallow remains of the pre-

vious somewhere out in the darkness before me, drifted in and 

lapped over my feet, and then receded amidst the high-pitched 

tingle of the ocean's outbreath, the sighing release of millions of 

air bubbles from the embrace of spent waves. 

I walked along the shoreline, content, pretty certain I was 

heading in the right direction.  As my eyes adjusted, the star-

light was sufficient for me to see a line of footsteps just a few 

paces further inland, moving parallel to my own path.  I also 

saw a long, drunken arrow etched into the sand in shadowy re-

lief, pointing in the general direction I was headed.  A gull 

winged past overhead, silent but for the flutter of its wings.  I 

looked up and saw, off in the distance, the clustered lights of a 

town or village.  I imagined I was meeting the Poet there for a 

quiet meal.  No fires were visible, so that was good. 

Perhaps I was being gifted with a silent, seaside walk to 
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clear my head and mend my heavy heart. 

My thoughts circled back to my propensity for crisis, which I 

understood to be the build-up of some kind of psychic metabolite 

that eventually reached viable concentrations and became an 

active ingredient of the world around me.  The Poet had called it 

an "interpretation against Reality".  I dabbled at trying to un-

derstand how this might work, how an unconscious resistance 

could foul a world, coat it with a residue it would eventually 

have to rinse off, but the mechanisms were not even remotely 

clear to me.  I had the sensation that some of the contents of my 

own being were hidden  from my view, steadfastly at work with-

out me, as if I were a city under the mistaken assumption that I 

was in full command of my own development.  Instead, I was 

still under construction according to plans I'd never seen, by la-

borers whose language I didn't speak, according to a motive that 

they passed between them like a grimy secret.  They toiled be-

neath its weight, but they never told it to an outsider.  Their ad-

diction of choice was loyalty.  Once in a while I thought I saw 

them, smoking in huddled clusters of two and three in the pock-

ets of back alleys or beneath the shelter of overhangs, swearing 

sometimes, or laughing quietly, just at the edge of the city's 

humming lights.  I never came closer to penetrating this dynam-

ic than these smoky images.  I couldn't pierce the veil, or make 
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their hidden secret plain, and I had to accept the fact that there 

were forces at work within me I didn't quite know how to ad-

dress, forces whose byproducts were fiery crises. 

Lionel's city had no such secrets.  Of that I was sure. 

Recognizing that no amount of mental hi jinx was going to 

break this case open, I relaxed into simply enjoying the sensa-

tions of the night, savoring the experience of walking through 

beauty towards the unknown.  I pictured Stanislov monitoring 

my signal, peering into the jar of river water he'd set atop his 

curious box, keeping tabs on my explorations, while Constance 

sat nearby chatting quietly with Harriet.  Where would Elise be?  

Out walking the cobblestone lanes of the cliffside city with Li-

onel?  I hoped to join them again soon.  Wasn't I due for a check-

up or something? 

I wondered what the Poet had in store for me in this place.  

How exactly does one implement a conscious approach to being 

that ceases all interpretation against Reality?  I supposed I 

would find out when the time came. 

I walked for a long time.  Up ahead, the lights I had spotted 

earlier remained ambiguously distant.  I began to wonder if they 

were even real, or some sort of night mirage.  Maybe they were 

UFO's, or candles placed high up in the masts of some ancient 

barque the Poet was towing quietly through the waters near the 
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shore-- bioluminescent carrots hung on the end of a nautical 

stick.  I could just picture him in the cockpit of a silent-running 

tugboat, one arm out the window, smoking a pipe, his mind as 

broad and free as the ocean as the diesel rumbled underneath 

him in its soundproof den.  The image wasn't altogether helpful. 

As I walked, I couldn't help but notice I had begun to feel 

weaker, as if I were slowly dimming, or coming down with the 

flu.  It was a twinge at first, just enough to cause me to question 

what was happening, but it came on steadily and unmistakably.  

I trudged along the beach as my feelings of ease and anticipation 

eroded into steadily increasing annoyance and discomfort.  My 

hips began to ache, my throat to scratch with every swallow, and 

my head to splotch with little swarms of pain that I followed in 

my mind's eye like accelerated movies of cloud radar, showing 

storms sweeping back and forth across the geography of my 

skull. 

An hour later, my eyeballs felt like they were in the active 

process of bruising.  They pulsed in their sockets to each beat of 

my heart.  Ahead, the phantom town seemed to loom as far in 

the distance as ever. 

I wiped a moist film of sweat from my brow and stopped to 

rest, wondering just how far it was exactly to that cluster of 

lights.  Where was the Poet taking me?  Couldn't he see there'd 
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been a change in plans?  I wasn't going to make it.  It was time 

to postpone the walkathon for another day.  If I had felt strong-

er, I would have yelled this out to the heavens in protest, but the 

thought of yelling out was met by protest.  I didn't have the 

strength for it. 

My breath was shallow and pitched, as if I were out of mar-

gin and one solid burst of exertion might do me in, leave every 

cell of me ragged and taut.  I took stock of my reserves, wonder-

ing how long I could keep this up and thought of lying down to 

rest, but I wanted to get this over with so I decided to keep mov-

ing.  Slower now, one step at a time.  Into the fire.  Only this 

time, the fire was wheedling its way into my very core, building 

up inside of me, hungry for a way out.  

I could sense the entire experience was a fabrication of some 

sort, a reality into which I had been  immersed which wasn't 

truly real, a kind of virtual world, the promulgation of circum-

stances the Poet must have decided I needed to occupy for a 

while.  Some sort of boot camp.  As I continued on, I noticed the 

depth to which my feet sunk into the sand, and how my feet and 

legs pined for solid ground.  Every step was an effort compound-

ed by the sliding sands.  I tried further up the beach, but the 

sand there was only softer, making the work even more arduous 

than it already was. 
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My stomach felt like it was on the verge of pushing the eject 

button. 

I realized no one knew where I was besides the Poet, and he 

had apparently vanished on me again.  Vamoosed.  Now here I 

was, alone in his mock-up world, a walking human fire.  I felt a 

flash of anger at his trickery.  What was the purpose of this?  It 

seemed a pretty silly way of making a point.  I imagined how I 

would tell him so when I finally caught up with him, throwing 

caution to the wind and scoring a few rhetorical points.  Snip-

pets of the speech I would give, a compilation of justifications 

and what for's and their attending emotional leftenants, coursed 

through me.  No one in Lionel's city had been sick or wandering, 

or marching through the hills half-dead with rucksacks on their 

backs, and yet here I was, coughing and sputtering my way 

down the beach, no more certain of where I was than I had been 

in Armando's guest bedroom.  For what? 

A little further, and the muscles in my back began to ache, 

as if they had been seated in the same position for too long or 

asked to carry a weight they didn't normally have to bear.  I 

stopped and straightened my back to stretch like a cat, reaching 

for the sky with one hand as I pressed on my lower back with 

the other, stretching myself thin in an effort to release the ten-

sion, and I nearly fell over.  A wave of dizziness washed over me, 
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and one of my legs grew wobbly and buckled.  My head felt like a 

freeze-dried pin cushion.  I shrank back into a hunched curve, 

my hands on my knees, my head pounding, my breath coming in 

gasps. 

My anxiety and annoyance flared.  I looked around angrily, 

hoping to catch a sign of the Poet slinking through the foliage 

inland from where I was crouched, or to see the emergency exit 

that would lead directly out of this staged experience, but I saw 

nothing remarkable, just the fronds of trees bouncing softly in 

the breeze, as if the whole world was proceeding along in its own 

imperturbable normalcy, oblivious to me.  I was the only ele-

ment in the scene riddled and starved.  The rest of it was placid 

and remote. 

I decided I had to rest. 

I sat down on the sand, resting my arms on my knees, let-

ting my head dangle forward.  Then I laid back onto the sand 

and looked up into the sky.  My whole body was burning with 

fever, and I hadn't felt so alone in a very long time.  I reminded 

myself of the pep talk I had given myself in Armando's guest 

room, and steeled myself to face this perplexity with strength 

and clarity, but it had all the effect of a hopeful New Year's reso-

lution.  My adrenal glands fired, and for a moment I felt a surge 

of vivacity.  I willed myself to make it through this trial.  I told 
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myself whatever it was, I would endure it.  I would conquer it.  I 

declared my resiliency and power.  Then the adrenaline wore off 

and I rolled back down the emotional hill to my base camp of 

confused discontentment. 

The present condition seemed immune to my pleadings.  I 

tried to think, to take stock of my situation like the unflappable 

heroes I'd grown up admiring, but nothing came.  Was this scene 

somehow the result of something I had done or thought?  Where 

exactly had I set this particular chain of events into motion?  

What had I resisted?  I imagined myself covered in the dust of 

feelings the world could not metabolize. 

The alien builders of my invisible city worked away, but 

their lips were sealed tight. 

I tried to just relax, even as my body began to shiver.  I was 

thirsty, but too weak to climb up the beach and search for fresh 

water.  The pain I felt brewing in my bones was just beginning 

to build, and the nearest apothecary could have been on the oth-

er side of the ocean for all I knew.  I hoped the pain I felt pulsing 

up and down my body would reach it's peak before it reached the 

decibel level that eclipsed even thought.  No alternative present-

ed itself to me but that of simple endurance, the type of endur-

ance that isn't deliberate, but the only option left, like airplanes 

that have run out of fuel...  I drifted in and out of fitful sleep, pe-
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riodically woken by my discomfort.  Once I awoke completely 

chilled, shaking uncontrollably, curled on my side in a ball. 

"Please..." I could hear myself whispering, as if it were the 

fading voice of some other person.  "Help me..." 

I was burning down.  There was nothing left, no volition-- 

just a few hot coals smoldering deep inside of me. 

In this state it was impossible for me to fend off thoughts of 

grim speculation about what lay ahead.  Just as similar 

thoughts had crept into and shattered my awareness into pieces 

at the doorway leading to the fire, so they came and found me 

now, and began to feed like hungry vultures, picking me to piec-

es.  The combination of exposure and fever could ramify, I knew, 

perhaps into pneumonia, perhaps worse.  I couldn't be sure they 

wouldn't prove fatal in this place.  What would I do if my lungs 

began filling up?  How would I deal with that in the absence of 

even fresh water?  These whispers were the flock of vultures 

snipping at my insides, eroding any sensation of peace that I 

could muster.  How long could I go without food or nourishment?  

How long would the night last in this place?  What sorts of crea-

tures lurked just inland, within those trees?  How had this even 

happened? 

When would the Poet come for me?  Surely he would... 

Of necessity, to maintain a sense of hope and the picture of 
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an outcome to which I could look forward, I gave myself a time-

table.  I told myself I could endure the night, no matter what 

came, and that the Poet would appear at dawn, with the sun.  I 

convinced myself of it, etching its inherent logic into my mind in 

order to advance this scenario from a hope to an inevitability, 

until it felt right, until I absolutely believed it.  I turned this 

thought of the Poet's return into a mantra, a spark inside of my-

self that I nurtured into an unsteady flame, and the vultures 

wobbled back to the periphery of its glow, lurking like shadows 

at the edge of this temporary shelter I had cobbled together.  I 

watched them nervously, sensing their patience far surpassed 

my own. 

I was already writing checks to myself that I might not be 

able to cash. 

The stars panned agonizingly slowly across the sky, and I 

scanned the horizon incessantly for the telltale glow of first 

light.  I slept, awoke, and pleaded with the darkness for some 

sort of clue, an offering, but none came.  My throat felt like a 

patch of briars, my bones like the active nodules of my undoing.  

I was roiling on the inside, decaying in ways I could neither see 

nor comprehend.  I told myself the pain was my body fighting 

against some invisible foe, but I felt like the jury was still out, 

that they were just as unsure as I was of who was winning this 
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internal struggle.  I was too weak to move.  The vultures lurched 

closer, but I continued to fan the flames of the one thought to 

which I clung.  In the morning... the Poet would come for me. 

All the while, I could feel myself dwindling. 

I was afraid of what would come, afraid of how far this expe-

rience would be extended, afraid of what this powerless condi-

tion implied about me.  I was losing myself, bit by bit, burning 

up into nothing whatsoever. 

Inside of this fear, my memories began to take on a new 

tone, to shift and wobble within me.  My perspective was being 

torn down and rebuilt simultaneously, undergoing a curious 

metamorphosis.  I thought of simple conveniences I had once en-

joyed-- a hot cup of coffee in a crowded shop, sitting in a bath-

robe on my front steps as the spring sunshine and the cool morn-

ing air intermingled into a natural stimulant, of being jostled by 

strangers along crowded rush hour streets. 

Strangers... 

I was desperate for contact with anyone, with anything.  I 

missed even the brusque contact of the anonymous.  I imagined 

all the people I never knew, and found I wanted only good things 

for each of them.  I wanted them to live, to carry on, to know 

nothing of this isolated pain.  I saw every person I once would 

have called stranger as the most intimate dollop of grace, a mes-
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sage from somewhere else, and I wrapped myself around them. 

Images flooded me in a slideshow containing all the scenes 

from my life I'd never really noticed.  I couldn't stop thinking of 

train stations and elevators, hotel lobbies and airline counters, 

places where I had encountered the beauty of people.  I yearned 

to have them all back.  How could I have missed their urgent 

meaning before?  I was like a stone, reduced to raw admiration 

at the complexity, the beauty, and the majestic viability of the 

human being.  Even the ones I'd never spoken with seemed now, 

in my feverish memory, like holy spectators to my life-- angels 

who had brought to me the gift for which I was now starved, the 

simple gift of presence, of being with me in the places I had gone.  

I longed for someone I'd never met to walk down the beach, to 

remind me of something real, something bigger than me, to 

break this spell of isolation. 

My anger with the Poet fizzled, too.  It was pointless, and I 

could no longer sustain it.  Nor did I desire to carry it any long-

er.  The only feeling I could carry was a graceful pouring out, an 

endless giving.  In a flash of vision, as if seeing myself from a 

distance, I saw I was caught in a type of holy fire, burning 

clean...  I was giving myself to it, leaving myself to its pure de-

vices.  I dozed again, then awoke to a softening of the darkness. 
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Dawn came and it was stunningly beautiful, a reddish or-

ange glow out at sea that spread across the sky as it softened 

into a buttery yellow, then the slightest blue further up, gather-

ing the stars one by one into its embrace, but the Poet was no-

where in sight.  The beach stretched in both directions as far as 

I could see, and no town or village was apparent.  I was alone 

with a light breeze, the sun's glow, the haze of morning, and the 

crashing surf.  I realized the Poet wasn't coming, or anyone else 

for that matter, and my situation felt increasingly desperate.  

My lungs had begun to burn steadily, and every time I coughed 

they seared in protest.  Although I hadn't tried to speak since 

the Poet had left me, I had a feeling my voice was gone, too. 

How could this have happened so fast?  Just yesterday I was 

warm and safe, shell-shocked perhaps, but in circumstances for 

which I would trade anything to recover.  The steer horns in 

Armando's guest bedroom seemed like relics of a life that was no 

longer my own. 

I wasn't certain I would make it through the day. 

I scanned the world around me in all directions, absorbing 

the views of emptiness, and then without warning or fanfare I 

wept.  The tears snuck up on me and tumbled down my face for 

reasons not altogether clear.  My whole body lurched and shook 

like an antique engine struggling to catch fire.  It wasn't my cir-
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cumstances.  Those had been with me all night.  This was some-

thing deeper.  The night had been a catalyst, a fiery heat that 

had wrapped around me and boiled the hard shell I had been 

inhabiting until it cracked.  The deeper-seated agony long locked 

within, one I hadn't previously contacted except perhaps in the 

rescue of Tatenaka, was oozing out through the hairline open-

ings, swelling inside of me everywhere at once.  I sensed this 

was an ancient and festering toxin I had kept locked away inside 

of myself, something altogether removed from the aching in my 

bones and tissues.  It was pooling in the sockets of my eyes, 

squeezing them tight, leaving my throat puffy and raw.  It was a 

gritty release, a draining, an evisceration and a purification.  

Every muscle in my torso was clenched, as if I were being wrung 

out like a dish towel, the excess moisture spilling out of me.  My 

lungs were expelling air they hadn't let go of in decades.  I felt 

as though a bounding surface inside of me had been punctured, 

like I had snapped apart, but this wasn't like the fragmentation 

I had felt in the hotel fire.  This was an opening through which I 

could peer, an integration.  I felt as though I had found the se-

cret the laborers at work upon my city were whispering to one 

another when I wasn't looking-- a decrepit misperception that 

had been pulled to the light of day. 

When it was over, I lay on my back again, wholly empty at 
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last-- devoid even of my thoughts, returned to the void.  Once 

again, I dozed. 

 

I awoke with a start, hot and thirsty, a fresh coating of 

sweat on my skin, aching all over as if my body had served as a 

threshold to other worlds all night long.  The souls of elephants 

had passed back and forth in great migrations, stomping on my 

organs, my bones, my thoughts, transporting their memories 

and their young.  I was bruised inside, and spent.  Lethargic.  

Maybe dying. 

I coughed and instinctively curled into the pain, like a fallen 

leaf curls and shrinks as it dries out, reaching back towards it's 

center. 

I realized, though, that something had happened, just as I 

had awoken.  It was too bright out for shooting stars, and I knew 

it hadn't been a dream.  A thought not of my own making had 

knocked on my door, and I had bid it enter.  I felt as though I 

had been about to say something and been interrupted, and then 

forgotten what it was.  My mind was in a magnetic state, pulling 

on the vacuum.  I waited, and in time an image replayed.  Beth-

lehem had entered into me.  I had seen it, as if I had been a 

subway conductor scanning the length of the platform, watching 

him step onto a car near the end of the train just as the doors 
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were closing.  This movement is what had awoken me. 

A trip wire had been activated.  Memories I didn't know I 

had fell one by one into place.  I knew instantly that he had been 

coming and going all night, performing some sort of surgery one 

minute, reading me a story the next, working continuously on an 

altogether different plane than the one on which I had been 

trapped with my thoughts.  Everything changed, as if a wave of 

understanding had rippled backwards through time, clarifying 

every distortion I had previously accepted.  The meaning I had 

assigned to my entire experience morphed, shriveled and fell 

away like a shed skin, leaving behind a holy residue. 

Bethlehem was here.  Inside me. 

Meaning returned to me, and the last vestiges of my uncer-

tainty simply evaporated.  I had been within his embrace the en-

tire time, within his invisible tutelage.  New tears emerged, as I 

felt a glimpse of the type of power that was unsusceptible to 

falsehood.  It was beautiful beyond words, and I could feel it in-

side of me, pulsing like a tiny newborn heart.  A secret darkness 

at my root had been reborn, had taken on a new life.  At the oth-

er end of the pulse, I could feel Stanislov, could almost taste the 

river water, could hear Frederick laughing and slapping the 

floor.  Then I turned and looked back again at the night I had 

endured, and realized I had witnessed the full magnitude of my 
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mind's dysfunction.  I had steeped in it, been overwhelmed by it, 

nearly lost myself to it.  My thoughts were a jungle, my mind 

rudderless. 

Where had I been, that I had seen Bethlehem not?  How do 

such places even come into existence?  The enormity of the gap 

between the reality my mind had chosen to adopt, and the holy 

field in which it all had been gently held, was made plain to me.  

The depth of my treachery, and the immediacy of the remedy 

collided within me.  The tears continued to flow as every point 

within me let go its weight, releasing every carried pain and bit 

of baggage it possessed into a mighty river.  The river passed 

through me, invisibly, and out of existence.  These were creative 

tears, tears of acceptance. 

Finally, I felt calm.  My heartbeat was normal, my breath 

relaxed. 

My fever, though still present, was receding, and I sat quiet-

ly in the sun, feeling the pulsing heart alive within me.  It was 

the most beautiful sensation I had ever felt, to be alive within a 

vast field of warmth and certainty, to be emptied of the sensa-

tions of death and fear.  I pulled the goggles off my head, and 

held them close to my heart. 

How little I had grasped of this journey when it had begun! 

I heard footsteps behind me and turned to see the Poet walk 
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down from the trees and take a seat beside me.  He was quiet, 

his eyes serene and light.  He put his arm around me. 

"Spare me your talk about fun," I croaked. 

He chuckled.  I felt a bit of energy flowing again in my veins, 

and an incredible thirst.  He slipped me a dinged up aluminum 

flask with water in it so cold the metal skin had already started 

sweating.  I spun the top off, let it hang from the little chain, 

and took a few sips.  It was delicious, and I could feel it flowing 

through me, into my veins, through my body.  Everywhere it 

went the pain it found simply fell away.  I took a few gulps, and 

then tilted the small container back thinking I would just put it 

out of its misery, but the water never stopped coming. 

I drank my fill, then put the cap on and handed it back.  

"Another one of Stanislov's tricks," I muttered. 

He laughed again.  He seemed jubilant, like something great 

had been accomplished.  I wanted to take his lead, but it had all 

happened so fast.  I felt as though I needed time to process it all, 

to let it sink in and finish teaching me all of its nuances. 

"My whole life until now feels like the passing of a ghost, 

Hafiz, like it's been taking place on some channel on which the 

rest of Creation doesn't broadcast, like I've been in some dark 

room playing with blocks and every good thing has been waiting 

patiently in the main hallway for me to come back." 
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"Your personal franchise," he replied.  "It is both grander 

and emptier than you may have thought." 

I nodded.  Even our illusions were intricate, subtle, and 

flawless in their performance.  They were beautiful in their own 

way, yet in the end utterly hollow.  They had lured me in and set 

up shop in my mind, deploying themselves with abandon, like 

fungal spores setting up to take over the entire forest.  Their 

presence had seemed natural.  "I'm a little worried, you know, 

about getting caught there again.  I don't even know how to see 

it coming.  I had no idea how deeply it held me."  I was gun-shy 

and raw, in no state to contemplate keeping myself in contact 

with the pure, genuine reality of being without assistance.  

"How will I ever be able to navigate these worlds?" 

"No more worries today," the Poet chided, placing one of his 

hands on each of my shoulders.  "The Beloved is not worried, 

how's that?  Today, we celebrate."  Then he turned and waved, 

and the rest of the gang came out from the trees.  Elise had a 

picnic basket in her arms, and as soon as I saw it I realized I 

was ravenous.  Constance and Harriet were escorting Lionel 

across the sand, whose sweet smile was irradiating the entire 

beach, and following them came Frederick and Stanislov.  The 

latter was as well-dressed as ever, in a three piece linen suit and 

a pair of white leather shoes.  I paid close attention to his hands, 
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which appeared to be empty. 

"No ropes I trust..." 

"They are always available if I need them," he replied.  

When I heard his voice I found I had one last tear to give, a tear 

of joy as his deep, gravelly tone encircled me and reminded me of 

other places and times.  His voice itself was like a rope, binding 

me back to the moment in which he had lashed me to another 

world, a moment in which I had begun a process whose inner-

most workings had lain far beyond my ability to understand.  I 

realized now, it was a process that was extracting me from every 

darkness. 

"Good," I said. 

Elise then placed a sandwich into my hand, and I tore into it 

with abandon.  The whole group of us talked and laughed down 

through the day, which passed like a dream, and into the night, 

until finally, we collapsed into delicious sleep.  I felt surrounded 

by a warm glow, cleaned out and weightless, ready to actually 

begin. 

I was ready to live with new life. 

While the others slept, the Poet came for me, and we walked 

off into the trees. 


