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PART ONE







ONE
God is love. God is life. God is a bomb.
Tick. Tick. Tick.
It’s Friday and the man from last week waves me into the mosque. Tonight I’m a Muslim and tonight I get on my knees and touch my forehead to the carpet in harmony with every other person here. The imam is humble and the imam is loud and the imam is rhythmic. The imam says:
“God is love. God is life.”
I mumble, “God is a bomb.”
Tick—Tick—Tick.
It’s Saturday and the man at the synagogue hands me a yarmulke. I put it on the crown of my head and nod at him just like I did last week. He nods back. We have an understanding. Today I’m Jewish and I read from the Torah as the rabbi speaks:
“God is love. God is life.”
God is a bomb. Tick. Tick. Tick.
It’s Sunday and I’m wearing my itchiest sweater into the cathedral. A parade of strangers smiles awkwardly in a way that matches their vanilla yogurt personalities. One by one our spines strain against the wooden benches creaking with years of service. The priest, standing above us on an elevated platform, podium to his chest, does his best to transmit warmth to everyone in attendance. He raises his hands in the air, the sleeves of his robe bunching down his forearm. In a gentle baritone, he says:
“God is love. God is life.”
God is a bomb.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
It’s just hours later and the sun has died for the day. The moon is out, and everyone is home because the black sky threatens to pull them into their little bedrooms to sleep.
I’m inside my apartment, fiddling with plastic blinds. Looking through the smudges on my living room window and into the lonely courtyard. Somewhere out there in a special corner of society awaits one more stop. One more opportunity to find God or redemption. Another view on what it might take to attain a sliver of peace or contentment or forgiveness. Out there is hope. A last chance to outrun the memories of the farm and the gun and the guilt and the uncertainty.
I check my phone. Nearly three in the morning—which means one thing.
It’s time.
I zip up my black hoodie. Move through my four-hundred-square-foot apartment that costs two thousand a month. Look in the bathroom mirror. Push the short black hairs off my forehead. Comb it high and tight. Survey the damage across my face. The deep, blackening circles around the eyes. Wrinkles along the forehead that seem more pronounced. It’s been five days. Five straight nights. No concentrated sleep. Only intermittent naps. Nothing more than fifteen minutes. Maybe less.
Check that. Six straight.
My chessboard rests atop a breakfast nook. I move my knight to F6. There is an echo of gratitude when I do this. The chessboard thanks me for the move. I thank it back.
One last thing to do.
I grab The Essential Kierkegaard off my bookcase. Open the thick, leather-bound book to its hollowed-out pages. A few amber bottles roll out of the cavity and fall to the floor. For a second, I hesitate. I wonder if I can do without them tonight. My self-prescribed cocktail of uppers and downers and other meds. And then I think of the farm. So I grab the two I need right now.
Adderall. Thirty milligrams.
Two Vyvanse. Twenty milligrams, delayed-release.
These are both prescribed for ADHD but are abused by college students everywhere. They can get you high but not in a psychedelic “I’m going to listen to The Dark Side of the Moon” kind of way. Adderall and Vyvanse, stimulants, will get you high in an “I feel great and can stay up all night” kind of way. If you do this long enough, the parts of your brain in charge of memory will become damaged.
And that’s what I want.
    
My keys are in my hands and my nerves are in my palms. The front door swings open and the opera of the night cries out to me. It woos me with the falsetto of the stars. The baritone of loneliness.
I’m on foot and passing houses and lawns and hybrid cars parked in driveways—lawn signs telling me who to vote for, the “Live, Laugh, Love” doormats. All the standard markers of suburban life become little dots passing my periphery like I’m in the cockpit of the Millennium Falcon and I’m pushing it into hyperdrive.
Now that I think about it, probably seven straight days.
This is Monterey, California. One freeway stop south is Carmel. One five-minute drive west is Pacific Grove. These are the towns for which everyone wishes upon a star. The towns that real estate agents never stop squirting nocturnal emissions over. But for locals, it’s a sleepy beach peninsula with zero industry, an area still clinging to yesterday’s greatness, reluctantly accepting tomorrow’s hopelessness.
No cars congest the road. Twelve hours from now, a thirty-minute rush hour will overtake the streets closest to the freeway with some minor bumper-to-bumper fuckery. But in this moment everything is quiet and still and perfect. And I won’t keep this all to myself. Tonight I’ll share it all with a friend—Enzo.
Enzo is a war veteran. Tours in Afghanistan and Iraq. He signed up for the army a few weeks after turning eighteen, more for the money and to get away from his parents than an overwhelming sense of patriotism. He doesn’t like talking about any of it. He says he survived the wars but still somehow died in the process.
I can relate to that.
Mainly, Enzo is an associate who can help me get what I most want. A way into the Liberty Subterraneans—a group often rumored about. Maybe they’re criminals. Maybe a bunch of religious fanatics or even a cult. But for me, they offer a way to forget everything about myself.
Closer to eight days?
    
Enzo stands underneath a gas station’s overhang, engaging the clerk in conversation outside the sliding glass doors. Enzo’s cheekbones pop out as he talks and so, too, does the marbled scar of an old wound below one of his eyes. His hands are synchronized with each word—circular motions around his chest, cheap leather jacket shifting across his broad shoulders. He spots me just as I pass a homeless man sitting against the side of the gas station. A wool blanket pulled over his legs.
“Spare a dollar?” he asks.
“Dash!” Enzo blurts out. He looks at the clerk in a way that somehow kindly informs him that their conversation is over. “Coffee?”
“Sure.”
We go inside and I fill a Styrofoam cup with coffee and vanilla creamer and listen to Enzo talk. He likes to talk. Probably too much.
“Cats bury their feces to hide their scent from predators.”
He talks about things he randomly learned.
“Kramer was the least realistic character on that show.”
He talks about things he saw on television.
“You ready, my friend?”
He’s talking about the Subterraneans.
A rush of fear and excitement springs up into my rectum and through my stomach.
Our shoes march against the pavement as we hear the early morning tide slosh in the distance. Water warring with rocks. A loud smack, then a splash, finishing with a fading sizzle. Mounds rising and falling with each slope. A camel’s back. The last vanguard for everything we naturally ruin.
Not that we don’t try.
Multiple times a month, a random lovestruck teen will drag enough black kelp up the tallest dune and use the kelp to write out a note for everyone on the peninsula to see.
Suzie, you’re my love. Prom?
—Brian.
“Are you nervous?” Enzo asks.
“Should I be?”
“I was nervous when I first met Rocket. But soon, I only felt gratitude.”
“I’m not nervous. The last meeting went fine.”
“Tonight is different. Rocket will be there.”
The night lights up as we ease toward a car dealership. Three sky beams pierce the air, oscillating right to left.
“Do you mind?” Enzo asks. “We’ve got a few minutes.”
I shrug. Feel the amphetamines kicking in. A quick hit of euphoria floods my brain in the form of my closest friends—serotonin, norepinephrine, and dopamine. “Why not?”
We step into the dealership. Plastic triangles—blue, red, and green—fixed to a sagging rope bordering the lot flap against the ocean breeze. The demarcation of cars is without order, and as you near a row, you’re as likely to come across Jeeps as you are motorcycles—old German sedans and sports cars from the eighties.
“Dash, my friend. This is the one for me.”
Enzo talks about cars with high fuck appeal.
“What do you think?”
It’s a black Pontiac Trans Am from the eighties. The neon-blue firebird decal rocking on the hood like a Def Leppard song. I like it. And I hate it.
“Not bad,” I say. My fingers drag along the cold steel and carbon fiber of each overpriced trophy. I stop. A faint buzzing in my ears. In my head. It grows in volume. Becomes a consuming hum. It sounds familiar. Is it familiar? It can’t be familiar. I look around, and time floats two inches in front of my eyes.
Enzo is still off in my periphery. But in my direct line of sight is someone else. A man. He walks away from the dealership, his back facing me. I can’t stop staring, my eyeballs fixed and frozen. He wears a plain white shirt with green sweatpants. He stops underneath the brightest streetlight on the block. He turns around and his face is awash with a white glow. But I know—he’s staring back at me.
“Dash!” Enzo calls from several rows away. “Look at this one.”
I turn toward Enzo. He’s flapping his arm, pointing at an older Suburban. I ignore whatever Enzo is saying and look back for the man.
He’s gone.
And so is the hum.
Probably nine days.
Enzo checks his watch. “I guess that’s all for now. Let’s get moving.”
We’re back on the sidewalk. We pass the bike trail that rides along the nearest beach underneath the deep shadows cast by a large tree canopy. I ask Enzo about the man in the streetlight. He looks confused. Shakes his head. Says he didn’t see anyone.
Soon we turn into a huge, empty lot riddled with parking meters every ten feet. On the other side of the lot is the Monterey Pier—a hot spot for tourists to purchase shiny clutter for their homes. Magnets or posters or coffee mugs or something related to the one John Steinbeck novel that inserted this town into the American consciousness eighty years ago.
“Here?” I ask.
“The warehouse is big enough for everyone and far enough removed from the main road. It’s why we all have to walk here. People could see the cars taking up the parking lot.”
I see the first person, a walking silhouette, making their way down the pier’s narrow alley. Another person—a woman—cuts across the parking lot, looking over her shoulder at us. Sizes me up. Probably asking herself if I’m an undercover cop or narc. Soon a dozen people are headed to the same destination, crawling out from underneath their special rocks to be here. Some are teens, others early twenties, a couple in their sixties. Maybe one other person besides Enzo and I are in their thirties. But as I get closer, catching faces crossing against streaks of starlight, I realize we all share something. It’s in the dimming of our eyes. Like we’re stuck in our own world’s computer freeze, spinning in circles from uploaded confusion.
Now bunched together, the group crosses the pier. Shop signs in wacky fonts spelling out store names that are trying too hard to be Californian for non-Californians. After the Quake! Out beyond the pier is the other side of the Monterey Peninsula—glowing with faraway lights like a faint fire, too civilized to match the soulful infernos emanating from every one of us moving through the night together.
We come to the old fishing warehouse at the end of the pier. It’s a simple rectangular building with no windows, the outer walls splintering with decay. Boats bob on the docks nearby. Six men hold child-size fish against their chests, the predawn catch, and walk it up a ramp and into the back of the warehouse. Standing to the side of an open door is Caris—pale and short, bowl haircut, brown trench coat too big for his Napoleon frame. He sports the same seductive grin as the last time I saw him.
“Your friend has returned,” Caris says.
Enzo throws his arm over my shoulders. Curls his elbow around my neck and pulls me closer to him. “He’ll be one of us soon enough.”
“Looks like he’s already one of us.”
More than a dozen torches fastened to the wall illuminate the inside of the warehouse. The flames snap from side to side like erotic tongues. There are no chairs or benches. There is no rug in which we will be kneeling for prayer. Only cold concrete to accommodate the comfort that we somehow make with it. Enzo and I sit in the open area, legs folded in a crisscross like we’re children at an elementary school assembly. More and more people, a few dozen at this point, find a place near us and sit down in the same manner. With each person who takes a spot, the group grows quieter and more uneasy. There are a few people wearing the same brown trench coat as Caris. Everyone else is in their street clothes like us. The first time Enzo took me to a meeting I asked him about the attire. “Rocket gives the coats to people as a reward,” he said. “It is like a karate belt. It starts with beige, then navy, then brown. Each color signifies the levels of freedom one has achieved for themselves.” He then tells me that he’ll receive his beige coat after I become official since he’s my sponsor. There are several people here tonight like me. This meeting is our final trial meeting. “Getting excited?” he asks. But lack of sleep does one of two things to your emotional state. It either dulls it completely, nullifying any emotional reaction to what is occurring no matter how weird or overwhelming it might be, like everything about this night. Or it floods your emotional system with anxiety and nerves, which is starting to happen at this very moment. I nod at Enzo and try to distract my mind. Avoid asking myself questions like, What happens if this isn’t for real? or Holy shit, is this a cult? So I take a look around the warehouse. I start to recognize some people. Nobody I know personally but faces I’ve seen around town. An older woman, body like a bowling ball, who bags my groceries. Or does she drive an Uber? I see a white guy with silver hair and a silver suit and no tie. We make eye contact, and he looks away. It’s a local attorney. His corny TV ads sell multimillion-dollar settlements to anyone who has recently gotten into an accident. The huge type at the bottom of the screen: 877-Rick-Sues.
Fishermen file inside and head for three or four rows of waist-high tables with slim containers of ice on top. They carefully lay their huge catch on the ice and display it for the market that will open in a few hours.
“Doesn’t this seem weird?” I ask.
Enzo looks over at me, then turns to the fisherman. “Don’t worry. The market is owned by a Subterranean.” He points to a smaller man standing against the sidewall. “He lets us use this place. All those guys work for him. They won’t say a word.”
I try and relax as the inside of the warehouse thickens with fish recently drowned in oxygen.
“All rise!” Caris directs.
We stand, hands at our sides. For the moment has arrived.
The orange-and-red flames mix with the shadows, tracing the last person to enter the warehouse. The door closes behind him, a towering human being—a dominating creature.
Rocket.
He ambles, moving his eyes up and down the line of people in attendance. The torches light up his pale skin and flicker off his metallic teeth. He looks close to seven feet in height. His long dreadlocks, tied into a thick tail, bounce on the back of his golden trench coat. If Burning Man spawned a child with motorcycle crank, Rocket would be it.
“Please, lovely birds,” Rocket says. He twirls his hands with whimsy. “Seat yourselves.”
Everyone lowers themselves back to the concrete, dusting off small pebbles from our hands as we sit down. Some people park their chins on top of their open palms like little kids during story time. I feel my spine harden. I feel my skepticism fight my suspension of disbelief.
“My metaphysical being reaches out to everyone here tonight and only provides love,” Rocket says. “This universe ensured we’d all find each other. That we remain connected from this point forward. Never looking back. Never second-guessing. You are the Liberty Subterraneans.”
The trench coats begin to cheer. Others quickly follow. The attorney in the silver suit, no longer feeling shy, holds his arms above his head, fists clenched.
“Will all of our pledges please rise?” Rocket asks.
Enzo nudges me. I get back to my feet. Looking around, I see seven or eight others also upright.
“Have you all done your homework? Have you all ventured out to these other holy houses? The supposed sacred grounds?” Rocket walks over to a stocky man no more than ten feet from me. He wears thick-rimmed glasses. Eyes bugging out. “And you, little bird?” Rocket puts his hands on his shoulders. “Did you do as you were asked?”
“Yes, sir,” he says with a tremble.
“Good. And what have you found? Did you find as much love as I offer you here?”
“No, sir.”
“Hmm. And did you find a community? Did you find a collection of people not seeking to judge but rather to rebuild? To reconstruct life?”
“No, sir.”
“No? Did you not find a way for your worst self to be forgiven? To be forgotten?”
“No,” the man says, cheeks trembling.
“That’s okay, little bird. You are here now. Please, sit.”
Rocket looks in my direction. His face is half awash with a fiery hue, half-hidden in shadow—the two-ingredient recipe we all follow in this life. He holds his arms behind his back as he moves toward me.
For the first time tonight, I feel the crash. The dam is shutting off the flood of happy chemicals to my brain. In its place is the monster by the name of exhaustion. Drugs can only stave it off for so long.
“And you—your name?”
“Dash,” I answer.
“Ahh, Dash. You are here as are a result of Enzo’s sponsorship. Enzo is a trusted agent.” He passes an affirming look to Enzo, still seated. “He is nearly complete with his missions. Do you know what that means?”
“I do.”
Rocket puts his hands on my shoulders, just as he did with the stocky man. My neck arches as far back as it can so that I can meet Rocket’s gaze.
“Soon, Enzo will move past his pain. Past his sorrow. His life will reboot. He will be reborn. Did you, Dash, do your homework as asked of you?”
“I did.”
Rocket sucks on his bottom lip and it squeaks. He stares into my eyeballs. Finds something more uncomfortable layers deeper. “Oh, Dash,” he says. “I can see everything you’re holding onto. I can see that splinter in your mind. The infection spreading through every thought you have. Every day in which you wake. Your soul—it corrodes as we stand here now.”
My head grows heavy, gravity tugging on it. It’s the kind of head rush that only insomniacs understand. The type of battle between mind and body that erupts after the body is so fed up that it hits a self-destruct button, summoning a fainting spell to induce sleep. My eyes start to roll back in my head. A white cover, thick like milk, overtakes my field of vision.
“Little bird,” Rocket whispers. “Stay here with me.”
I breathe deep and push as much oxygen to my head as possible. Rocket holds me tight, keeps me from falling. Another deep breath. The milky cover starts to dissipate, the tug on my head relents. And all I see is Rocket.
“There you are, Dash.” He brushes blood away from my nostril. He snaps his fingers and someone runs over with a tissue. “By the looks of it, my little bird, you’ve been trying to find the answer in your own unique way, haven’t you?”
Enzo helps me back to the floor and looks over at me with concern. These types of fainting episodes can resolve as fast as they come on, depending on how soon oxygen returns to the brain. I know I’ll survive this, though not without the cost of embarrassment. But Rocket could have made a big deal out of watching me break down and didn’t. Instead, the meeting carries on like I didn’t just reveal to the whole warehouse what a total mess I’ve become. And for that, I already feel gratitude toward Rocket.
    
Rocket reassumes his spot in front of the group. “A great many of you are new, but everyone gathered here tonight is in search of the same thing. To our pledges—our community is not like those religious institutions you visited. Our community is not about forgiving. It’s about forgetting. It’s also about becoming the best version of yourself. We help all our members achieve their greatest potential. And we do that by removing the one thing that must be gotten rid of for everyone to start fresh: control.” Rocket’s sharp chin cuts through the air with every nod. “You are all here tonight due to control. Controlled by so many things. By religion. By money. By relationships. Controlled by your mind. And above all, controlled by your past.”
I feel the seduction of Rocket’s sermon. It slips into my ear canal and worms through my brain. Lowers my defenses. It was one thing for Enzo to convey the merits of the group to me. Another to get it in previous trial meetings from Caris. But now, hearing from Rocket for the first time, the systematic breakdown of why I’m here—probably everyone else too—heightens my belief that maybe, just maybe, this is the solution I’ve been trying to find.
“Your past tells you what you are,” Rocket says. “Your past tells you what you are not. It prevents you from ever truly escaping and becoming the best version of yourself. We move you to that best version by starting over. By forgetting everything you need to forget. Being born again—not by Christ—but by erasing the limits and controls of the mind. Erasing the past.”
And there it is.
There are many self-help books, online programs, and even therapists who promise a brighter future or a better daily mindset. But those promised incremental changes mean little if your past still hunts you out. This is why I’m here.
“Most of you already know that there is no other place to find your redemption. Your forgiveness. Your new life,” Rocket says. “But what is it you can find here?”
“God is love!” everyone chants.
“Yes,” Rocket raises his arms in the shape of a Y.
“God is life!”
Rocket closes his eyes. “What else?”
“God is a bomb!”
“That is right, my birds. God is a bomb. I will help you detonate the past to liberate the future. This is your family now. All I ask in return is that you contribute to our group through your private missions. If you do as asked, the peace you seek will be delivered.”
At this moment, we are all apocalypse children sitting in Rocket’s nuclear field. This is our shared bond. Every one of us in this warehouse. We’ve all spent too many hours fearing what we would eventually find. Often over and over in the bleakest corners of our minds. Because what we feared was a singular moment from our pasts. One insipid memory that no matter how hard we tried, we could never outrun. No matter how much good we decided to put back into our souls, it would never be enough. And what we eventually find—what we learn about ourselves—is that the worst moment of our lives is so much bigger than anything else we will ever experience. So much more defining than any other moment spent on this green-and-blue pebble blasting through space. Forever trapping us in that memory, we’re forced to relive it again and again.
“Until the next time, be well, my little birds.”
I nod in affirmation, and in my periphery, I see others doing the same. And in that moment, the fog of the promise wears off, and the fear of groupthink overpowers the seduction at hand. I look around the room and dozens of pledges are trapped in that seduction. Mouths open. An intense gaze fastened on Rocket. I want it all to be true. I want it all to be as easy as it sounds. But I also know how this life works. How it’s very rarely what it appears or as easy as it seems. I tell myself that skepticism is still warranted.
    
Rocket has exited into the night. Everyone eventually collects themselves. The other pledges confer with their sponsors. Enzo meets with Caris to hear the details about the missions we are to carry out. I keep to myself while others in the warehouse linger. This isn’t exactly the occasion for small talk with strangers. Enzo returns a few minutes later, and we leave.
Neither of us says a word to each other until we’re off the pier and into the parking lot.
“I’m guessing you have questions?”
“When do we start on the mission?” I ask.
“Tomorrow night.”
“And what is it?”
Enzo smiles. “We’re going to steal someone else’s life.”
“What does that mean? We’re not going to hurt anyone, right?”
“You need to know just enough at each stage of this journey. And all you need to know now is the following—be ready for another full night out come tomorrow evening.”
I want to press him. Extract every single detail about the mission, but I’m afraid if I do, I will fail some secret test. So I relent.
“And how do you feel about what you heard from Rocket?”
“It all seems appealing. How do I know it’s real?”
Enzo puts his hands in his pockets like he’s stuffing away a secret note. “When the time is right, he’ll reveal it all.”
“What is it you want to forget? The war?”
Enzo clenches his jaw. Takes his time finding the words. “If all war entailed was fighting the enemy, it wouldn’t be a problem. But it isn’t that simple. It’s best not to get into it.”
“But Rocket has helped you?”
“It’s a process. Soon Rocket will give me what I need to put what happened in the desert behind me forever.”
I let Enzo’s insinuation of Rocket’s wizardry carry us in silence for a few moments.
“I can tell he’s taken to you,” Enzo says. “I’m not sure he’d be that patient with another pledge if they fainted.”
“That was just bad timing. Awful head rush. It happens.”
“You have to sleep, Dash. This is madness, what you’re doing.”
Enzo is about to launch into a speech. A diatribe about being healthy. I decide to lower the volume on his voice. I find the audio toggles in my brain and adjust them. Turn the nob all the way to the left. Sometimes life is better as a silent movie. We weave through neighborhoods until we arrive at the same gas station as before. The homeless man still rests with the blanket over his legs. I turn the volume back up as Enzo gets ready to say goodbye.
“You’re part of the group now. Rocket will help—trust me.”
“Thank you, Enzo.”
“I’ll be in touch. We have work to do.”
We part ways, and I turn to the homeless man. He looks my way but has too much pride to ask for money again. I won’t make him either. I reach into my pocket and pull out the only bill I have. It’s a twenty. I hand it to him anyway.
“Thank you, son.”
The lavender streaks taint the otherwise black sky. The night is dying. Soon to be replaced with a full tangerine horizon. Then the first gold strips of light will pierce bedrooms, disrupting REM cycles. It reminds me that I’m going to have to fall back in line with the rest of the world, taking my place in the hierarchy of Western order. I’ll have to be at the office in less than four hours. Putting in another day’s work at the Monterey Coast News—a paper that reports on all the hardest news in the area. “Jazz Club Temporarily Shutting Down for Renovations.” “Business Commerce Looking for New IT Manager.” The only decision left between now and then is how to spend the remaining time before Cal, one of my only friends at work, pulls up outside of my building in his Honda, ready to carpool. Like always, Cal will be cheery and optimistic in a way that tempts mockery, yet his good nature, the kind that is indisputably soulful and pure, will make it impossible. He’s Superman without the over-the-top power set. Clark Kent without the boredom.
But Cal and the Coast News are still a few hours away.
I think about Rocket. His promise of a new life. A fresh start. Nothing is that easy. Nobody is that eager to help. But then I think of the alternative. I think of what I will be left with if Rocket can’t help.
I think of the farm.
That November night, years ago, envelops me. I try to fight the thought. Futile. The memory, dyed in shades of sepia, plays from the projector of my mind. I see myself walking through that old house, the wooden floor creaking with each step. My legs are cold and heavy, but they still move me past the olive-green wallpaper cracked with faded illustrations of horses and steeples and churches. I pull open a cabinet and ruffle through folded sweaters, feeling for the unmistakable dimpled metal handle. The curve of the trigger. I hold the handgun before my eyes, staring at fate.
STOP.
I shake my head. Try to rattle my brain back to the here and now. But it’s never that simple. I wish life was like a television show you can binge-watch. Something episodic that counts down to the next irresistible episode from three, two, one. The plot shock from the previous episode quickly replaced with the next installment.
Shit.
Now I’ve done it. I’ve gotten so lost in my head that I left my body exposed to danger. I’m back on my street. Right in front of my apartment complex. My legs come to a complete stop. My hands raise by my shoulders, palms out.
“I don’t want any trouble,” I stammer. Fear enters my spine.
Guns look like toys, even when a real one is pointed right at you. A flashlight clicks on, and murderous white light limits my vision. But I can still see his outline. It’s him. The man from the car dealership.
“What do you want?”
No answer.
The hum has returned.
Do we die in many more moments than just the one? We must. We may live and sleep and wake up over and over, but there is no connective tissue strong enough to make me believe this is all one genuinely fluid experience. We go years within this existence carrying but dozens of tangible memories to show for it, and the rest is only a scribble of recalls and fictitious blurs. There are moments where we die, but our experience carries on in some other fashion or mutation. We’re never the same. Trauma has a price. Sometimes that price is a purgatory. And even worse, sometimes you have to die again to exit.
But this isn’t the exit door. This is the entrance.
The flashlight never gives me a chance to see anything other than a bright tunnel made of hot light. The man stands still and silent. I look around and there are no witnesses. No neighbors. No cars. Nobody to help. It’s just me and the man.
And his gun just went off.
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TWO
The hallway light cuts across my nine-year-old eyes like Zorro’s mask. I lay in bed, blankets up to my chest, and stare at the underside of my brother’s top bunk—the metal bars supporting his mattress. I know he’s asleep right now because he stopped asking me the kind of questions that every six-year-old asks their older brother as they wander through the jungles of sensemaking. Who would win in a fight—peanut butter or jelly? My mother is asleep directly across the hall. It’s her bedroom and only hers. I never ask why. I can hear her fan running on high—perfect white noise. If I had to guess, it’s midnight or just after.
The knob on our front door jostles. My chest warms with the opportunity of the night, that thing I earned because I held off on sleep.
I hear my dad sigh and close the door behind himself. He moves into the kitchen and opens the refrigerator. Removes an already-made plate of food, a plastic wrap smooshing one of the three dinners my mom always makes him—burger and fries, steak and mashed potatoes, or rice and chicken. He presses the microwave’s buttons—four or five harsh beeps before the polar molecules and electromagnetic radiation heat the meal. A whiff of garlic permeates the house. Seeps into our pores. Definitely the just-add-water spuds and overcooked meat.
A fork and knife scratch and rip. The occasional clank of a glass against a cheap wooden coffee table. Twenty minutes later, I hear the slight rustling of a newspaper. The air is made impure from twisting, floating plumes of cigarette exhaust. This means one thing.
It’s time.
My body rolls off the bed, stealth-like, and crumbles down to the carpet. Rug burns await. The only thing separating me from him is the short hallway. If I move too quickly, the floor will moan, and my mother will hear and wake, putting an end to the game. I start to belly crawl—knees and elbows my propellers.
He senses me.
The newspaper lowers, and his eyes lock onto mine. He smirks in a way that turns his black mustache into a squiggle. He has little hair down the center of his scalp and the hairs on the sides of his head are starting to curl. In a day or two, he will take an electric trimmer and groom it back down, leaving little black remnants in the sink or on the countertop for someone else to clean.
“Can’t sleep?” he asks. His speech still contains hints of his Pakistani homeland nearly two decades after leaving.
I smile. Shake my head.
He gives off a sarcastic chuckle. Like he knew I’d do this again sooner or later. Like the performative nature of me obeying bedtimes was bound to reveal itself for the sham it has always been.
I sit down on the middle cushion next to my father. He picks the newspaper back up with both hands and pulls it taut. He flicks his nose at a story in the bottom corner.
“Read that headline.”
“It says, ‘Serbian Forces Suspected of War Crimes.’”
He sucks the backside of his teeth as he snarls. Puts his Marlboro to his mouth and inhales, his lips popping off the butt.
“Do they talk about this in school?” he asks like an interrogator.
I shake my head.
“Of course not.”
He reads the story in silence. I sit with my hands folded over my lap, fingers wriggling.
“Do you know what genocide means?”
“No.”
“The Serbians are trying to wipe out all the Bosnians.”
“Why don’t we stop them? Or another country?”
“Sometimes the bad guys get to do whatever they want.” He breathes audibly through his nose. Flips the page and keeps reading. I’m not sure if his night is going to intersect with mine after all. Sometimes it’s like this. Sometimes I sneak out of bed, and his mood never catches up with my eagerness for him. On those nights, he eventually gets up and turns out the lights. Sometimes he says good night. Other times he doesn’t. His personality forever split into concentrated disconnection and warm affection. And the only way to ever know is by moving dangerously close to whatever burns within him, wondering why it ever does, often getting singed by trying to figure it out. Scars accumulate.
He folds the newspaper neatly, pinching the creases from end to end. I can feel him looking over at my profile. He pulls me in close. I breathe in his signature scent—some combination of Brut aftershave, chain-smoking, and leather, probably from his jacket that now hangs over the back of a kitchen chair. His rib cage warms my shoulder. I can feel his body relax. Let go. This permits me to do the same. My stomach untangles.
“How’s everything else with school?” he asks.
“Fine. No tests coming up.”
“What about the other kids? Nobody bullying you, right?”
“No.”
“And anybody bullying someone else?”
“Nope.”
“Good. But if you do see that, you have to do something. That’s the only thing we can do in this world. Help where we can.” He stares at the newspaper and I know he’s addressing that story more than me now.
“But how else can we help?”
“Watch out for people. Like your younger brother, for starters. Anyone smaller than you. There are always homeless people who need money or food. These are simple things.”
He’s talked about this many times before. It all leads back to being a good Muslim. I nod and wait because what I really want is to engage with him in a different way. I stay quiet until he’s forced to recognize the same desire.
“You’re going to be hurting when you wake up for school,” he says.
“I’ll be okay. I promise.”
He smiles. “Okay, then. Let’s play.”
This is my cue. I’ve heard it dozens of times. He uncocks his arm and I wiggle off the couch. There is an ottoman pushed up against the wall facing us. Fake black leather embroidery. I unhook the top latch and open it. There are several game boxes stacked on top of each other. But there is but one king of the pile—the chess set rattling inside its container. I bring it back to my father and take the board out, running my hands across it so it snugs tightly to the table. We start assembling our sides. My pawns line up. The king, bishops, and knights take their places. He does the same with the black pieces.
“You go first.”
I make my move.
He makes his.
My knight hops over a soldier.
His bishop advances toward my army.
Bugs outside the house buzz and chirp. Frogs in the nearby creek talk to one another. But the contest within the house only bares the mild clashes of plastic pawns, the loser dragged off the checkered board and laid to rest in the graveyard for fallen soldiers on the side of the table.
The game intensifies. I hold my forehead in both hands, angled down, staring at the infinite possibilities of if I move here, he will move there. It’s all a matter of making plans and watching them disintegrate. Visualizing a path forward and adapting as best you can when that path suddenly gets cut off. Brain versus brain. Memory becomes paramount. After a series of moves, my rook lands in harm’s way.
He shakes his head more out of amusement than disappointment. “It’s okay. You can redo that move.” I check to see if he’s serious. Wonder if it’s a test. The room lamp, thin and tall, illuminates the side of his face in a way that makes him seem bigger. He nods. Crosses his arms and assures me that it’s truly okay. Like he can unwind time and fate with a simple statement. Like he’s moving me out of harm’s way to build me back up again. I return my rook to its previous spot and move my bishop instead. I look up at my father again and once more he’s grown bigger. He moves his pieces around the board with powerful intention. Never hesitating. Never uncertain. His voice becomes clearer. His knowledge unending.
Like a god.
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THREE
My eyes open to the thick morning fog oozing from the nearby ocean and onto my street as if from an open wound. A man dressed in an EMT uniform—navy-blue collared shirt, yellow trim—holds a plastic oxygen mask over my mouth. The sun pierces through the fog, its bright rays screaming that it’s time for my head to ache and ache like a motherfucker.
“Sir—can you hear me?”
I’m lying in the middle of my street—black asphalt marred with tire tracks from burnouts and car crashes. Sneakers shuffle and drag pebbles against concrete. Forming a sparse crowd, my neighbors circle me and the medic. Behind them is a parked ambulance—its red lights still flashing. Its siren muted.
Frankie, who lives in the house across the street, catches my attention first. He’s an unemployed single father, old enough to have a sprinkling of gray hair on his head. Next to Frankie are twin sisters, Emily and Veronica—roommates and rivals—short and slender, matching brunette hair, bangs running parallel to their pronounced eyebrows. They each fold their arms across their respective chests and look down at me, which is usually the vibe they give off whenever we cross paths in the parking lot or near our front doors. There’s a cluster of six or seven others. My eyes throb within my skull. If you’re going to sleep, you better really sleep. Otherwise, without a deep REM cycle, insomnia becomes the clenched fist wrapped around your brain.
“Sir—are you okay?” The medic braces the back of my skull with his hands.
And then the last thing I can remember surges through me like a gasp of air. This isn’t an insomnia crash. This is about the man from the dealership. The gun.
Everything changes. The gray-and-gold sky, the street, the crowd—it all starts to rumble with my panic. My esophagus closes.
It’s the gun.
It’s the man.
It’s the fact that the man with the gun pointed it at me, and the last thing I remember is hearing it go off. The wound. I’ve been shot. I know I’ve been shot. Where is the wound?
“Please breathe!” The medic presses down on my shoulders, pinning me to the concrete. “Breathe in and out, sir. I need you to stay calm. Breathe and talk to yourself right now!”
I do as I’m told, still writhing from the unknown wound, the large-caliber hole somewhere in my body.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
This is as much control as you’ll ever have.
“Breathe!”
I’m a gasp machine. Air goes in. A guttural gasp escapes. Faster and faster. I must be bleeding out—the slow pour of my insides onto the asphalt. Now I feel cold. It’s happening. By this afternoon, the only reminder of me on this planet will be the cherry-red stains across the black pavement. Maybe a chalk outline of my body.
Air goes in. Gasp goes out.
Faster and faster.
The medic is yelling at me to calm down and he’s yelling at me to breathe and he’s asking for the other medic to help.
There’s another medic.
It’s a woman. Blonde hair curling down her shoulders. She rushes over. Pulls her hair back tight and clips it into a bun. Before I can heave air one more time, they restrain my body. Their fingertips are digging into calves and chest and cranium.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
This is your life. Bleeding out one moment at a time.
Air goes in. Gasp goes out.
“Where did he get me?” I yell.
They both look at each other and not me. “Hey! Where did he get me? Where am I hit?” They’re doing their best to pretend like this will soon be over and there is no need to waste time answering my unimportant questions.
The convulsing begins.
My gut sucks in hard, collapsing before expanding rapidly. Veins in my neck and arms pop out, the outlines starting to harden through the skin. My throat narrows and chokes. I try to scream, but I can’t get it out.
“We gotta move him out of here,” the woman says to her partner in a flat tone.
They lift me onto a stretcher and carry me into the back of the ambulance. The last thing I see before the back doors close is Emily and Veronica and their unaffected faces.
The vehicle’s sudden torque jostles me from side to side. A black duffel bag topples over, equipment rolling out and banging on the floor.
My insides boil as my heart pumps adrenaline and fear. Air does not go in. The exhales do not get out.
The ambulance’s interior comes undone—its chrome compartments springing open as the vehicle bounds down the street and onto the freeway. A defibrillator falls to the floor, but the medic is unfazed.
“You’re going to be okay.”
She holds a thin flashlight above my eyes. I suck air one more time and my throat relents, opening wide enough for a thin burst of oxygen to scurry into my lungs. One breath begets two, soon four and five.
“Where am I shot?”
“Nobody has been shot. Just focus on your breathing.”
I scan my body, running radar over my limbs, torso, back, and every vulnerable inch.
And then I understand.
My body starts to relax, and my heart slows from its hellacious rate. My back muscles no longer strain, and I am in no pain.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
Was there ever a real you, anyway?
“Feeling better?”
There is no wound.
“Yes,” I say, steadily working big waves of air back into my system.
“How is he?” the other medic asks from the front seat.
“He’s coming back.” She turns to me and a strand of blonde hair breaks away from her bun. “Quite a scare,” she says. “What brought that on?”
    
All hospitals smell the same. Chilled whiffs of steel bed rails. Stale rubber from gloves and tubes and shoes. Cleaning products and all their chemicals. These are the ingredients of despair, life’s worst perfume.
Doctors, nurses, and an occasional janitor pass by as I lay on this hospital bed propped up at forty-five degrees. I’m wearing this paper-thin hospital gown, its cloth tie preventing it from splitting down to my butt crack. Circulated air pours down from a vent located directly above me and tickles my neck, causing goosebumps. After waiting for an hour, I got all of ten minutes or so with a doctor who reached into six or seven years of med school and residencies and board exams to declare that a lack of sleep caused me severe issues. Expert diagnosis, doc.
And here I am, resting in the ER’s hallway that doubles as a holding cell for the overflow of patients, waiting to be cleared by a nurse who disappeared ages ago, all the while my daytime responsibilities are lingering in the back of my mind. My job at the paper. The job I’m several hours late to now. But in the front of my mind is something else.
Dreams.
They used to be so simple. So abstract and weird. Even the nightmares—so straightforward. Watch a horror movie, meet the monster in your sleep. Wake up with your sweat pasting the bedsheet to your back and try to stay awake so you don’t see that monster anytime soon.
But now, those monsters are long gone. Instead, something more familiar has replaced them all. Something less formulaic. Now when I reluctantly fall asleep, just like a few hours ago, it’s memories that open my sweat pores.
More reason to follow through with Rocket and his group and perform whatever duties are required to receive that which they promise—a way to forget everything.
To start over.
My eyes are still burning red from my brief stint in REM. That latest dream lingers. The bunk bed. The game of chess. My father.
I try to think of something else. Anything. I hold my gaze on an older man wearing a cardigan and khaki pants that tell the whole world he plays bingo every Tuesday at the rec center. His wrinkled arms push a wheelchair occupied by an equally ancient wife. Like me, her gown splits down her back. I imagine what their life is like together. The quiet nights at home. Supper at five. Local news at six. Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy! The prime entertainment before the meds kick in and they face their own dreams. Any memories their unconscious minds won’t allow them to forget.
And then I think about the man with the gun.
I play it back to myself and try to make sense of it all. The weapon pointed at me. The flashlight blinding my vision. The dizzy sensations—just like at the warehouse. Head pulling back. My eyes close. I hear the explosion from the gun, and it all goes black.
Was it real?
A nurse glides down the hall saturated with overhead florescent lighting. “Dash—correct?” she asks, now standing bedside with a clipboard in her hands.
“That’s me.”
“Funny, you don’t look like a Dash.” I grow tired of this observation. I obviously didn’t give myself this name. Why do we have to stand trial for so many decisions that others make for us? “Doctor Wilson says you’re good to go home now. We reached out to your emergency contact since we can’t release someone in your condition alone.”
“My emergency contact?”
“Dash!” His voice booms from behind. I see the nurse look up, her pouty lips giving off a flirty smirk. Not to me. But to Cal. “How are you feeling, buddy?” Cal holds the bed’s silver railing and hovers over me. His white dress shirt forms to his chest. He shoots me a restrained and caring smile. Unassumingly good-looking—tall, broad-shouldered, strong. When he speaks, it’s always in a measured and mild-mannered tone, deep and steady. I have no idea what I’m going to say to him. I should probably feel embarrassed about the situation, but right now, his presence calms me. I don’t remember listing him as an emergency contact, but it makes sense. Cal is as good a friend as I have. I see him nearly every day at work. Sometimes on the weekends for a drink. He texted me multiple times since I last saw him a few days ago, but I was a little too busy with Rocket’s homework to respond.
“How much did they tell you?” I ask.
“Fair amount.” He pauses and places his hand on my shoulder. “But we don’t need to get into any of it, buddy.”
“Terry is going to eat me alive.”
“Don’t worry. I made sure he knows we’ll be in later.”
“Was he pissed?”
“He was his usual self.”
By “usual self,” Cal means Terry was an asshole. He’s our boss. The editor in chief at the paper. He demonstrates as much care and compassion for his reporters as a rattlesnake with its prey.
The nurse starts to fidget and it’s clear she’s looking for a way into the conversation.
“Given your account of last night—the guy you encountered—we are mandated to contact the police. They want to take your statement before you go.”
Two officers arrive several minutes later, looming over me, mouths broken by grimaces. They sport mildly plain faces with mildly impressive physiques with an air about them that assumes their presence evokes intimidation, which is mildly accurate. The Monterey PD version of Affleck and Damon. Tall and short. Brown and blond. The taller one begins with the standard line of questioning—my name, date of birth, and the last thing I can remember. Cal just stays quiet and observes. A steady stream of blue scrubs passes us in both directions.
“The man with the gun was waiting for me, and I noticed him too late.” They both tilt their heads simultaneously and take a step forward. “I briefly tried to reason with him and before I could do anything else, he fired the gun. I think.”
Matt Damon scratches the side of his face while maintaining the best poker face he can muster. He asks what I remember about his appearance.
“Not a lot. Sweatpants and a white shirt. Blue or green sweatpants—hard to be sure. His flashlight looked like it could have been one of those big ones you guys always carry.”
They immediately jump into the follow-ups. Did he say anything to you? Would anyone have any reason to hurt you? Why were you out and about at such an odd hour? I think through the answers.
No.
No.
Um.
The last question makes me nervous. I think about Enzo. About the warehouse. About Rocket.
“I just couldn’t sleep. Went for a walk.”
They stare at their notepads. Cro-Magnon eyebrows holding a rising boil of sweat. I’ve done something to trigger it. Even Cal looks bound by discomfort.
“We understand you’re suffering from exhaustion—how sure are you about all of this?”
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
All the darkness you dream of will meet you halfway.
“Pretty sure.”
“Had you ever seen him before?” Affleck asks.
“I didn’t get a good look at his face. I first saw him at the used car lot in Seaside about an hour or two before it happened. I caught him staring at me.”
They both scribble notes furiously. I’ve tripped a sensor.
They finish it off by double-checking my contact information and tell me they’ll be in touch. Before I can thank them, they turn and leave.
Cal keeps his eyes on the doors, as if the cops are about to come back. He bites his bottom lip.
“What’s your deal?” I ask.
Cal talks in a volume just above a whisper. “This man—where did you say you first saw him?”
“The car dealership on Del Monte and Munras Ave.”
“That’s the one near the bike path and dunes, right?”
“I guess so.”
Cal scratches the back of his neck and shakes his head.
“Why?”
“Well, this is going to sound crazy,” Cal’s voice destabilizes with nerves. “I think I know who it was.”
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FOUR
If we start to blink, close our eyes, and allow our minds to wander into the back alleys of our imaginations, the world grows. It feels infinite with black space and distant planets and buzzing stars. At first, this feels amazing. But then the world’s size soon shakes us until we lose our grip on who we are. It delivers us confusion and shows us that while this green-and-blue ball spins in orbit, there is nothing for us to control. Our lives merely spool out no matter what. No authority over fate. The things that make us good or bad are already written in script.
But what if control was only a matter of view? What if the world was just the two inches in front of our eyes at any given time? The sight of the ceiling as we wake up in the morning. Our phone’s screen as we text our mom back. The view over our steering wheel. What if the reason everything instantly feels delicate the second our windshield gets pelted with raindrops is because, deep down, we know how capable we are of causing effect? We stop zoning out while driving and start caring about what we see immediately in front of us. Everything that feels so near. The rain makes a slippery mess of the windshield and our view of the world blurs. But at this moment, our sense of who we are somehow becomes clear again. We flick on the wipers. Watch them push the blur away. The world—yellow street lines, crosswalks, any pedestrian that might walk into harm’s way—flashes in and out with each oscillation of the rubber blades. We lean forward on the steering wheel. Grip it tighter and never let go. We affirm that the two inches in front of our eyes are about knowing that the universe is gigantic, but everything here and now, in our view, is up to us to save. And when we remind ourselves of that—whenever our sense of self starts to blur—and we try to save what we can, however we can, doesn’t that confirm our best selves? Doesn’t that mean that anyone is capable of being good?
    
I’m back in Dr. Jekyll mode, finally at work after spending the morning at the hospital. Rather, sitting in my car staring at the building, fighting against every urge to never work again. A little scrub jay flutters its wings until it lands softly on a branch hanging above the hood of my car. My grandfather used to take me to the wetlands to bird-watch. As boring as it was, I had to identify every bird that he pointed out. With his never-graying blond mop top, he would hold an encyclopedia of West Coast birds in his hands, flipping through pages to check my answers. If I was right, we’d get Burger King on the way home. If I was wrong, I’d have to mow his lawn.
Scrub jays are cousins to blue jays—exotic birds with blueberry markings on their wings and necks. Scrub jays look far more serious than their cousins. Eyes arched in their little heads and surveying their surroundings because danger is always imminent to them. The scrub jay before me now is no different, shooting its head left to right, right to left, always anticipating the threat.
Cal drove me home from the hospital in his old Honda Civic. It’s the kind from the nineties that has run up three hundred thousand miles but shows no signs of breaking down. Before these Hondas, it was the late eighties Volvo station wagons. It’s like the machine equivalent to the angel of death somehow forgets about one type of car per generation. Forever they run.
The scrub jay freezes. Sinks its head lower and remains on high alert. It caws once and then hops around on the branch. It is weary of a predator. It takes flight before anything bad can happen. Maybe I can learn something from this bird.
About predators.
Cal hung around my apartment for a bit. Emily and Veronica walked past us on the way in—a look of shock and borderline disappointment as they registered my resurrection. I closed the door, and Cal took a seat on my sofa. “Remember the Coast Killer?” he asked. I shook my head. He told me that in the late 2000s, several people went missing in and around Monterey. The only commonality they shared prior to their abduction was that their behavior was totally out of character. People who knew them reported they became erratic. Unreliable at work. Very flaky and antisocial. Some of them were never found. But on eight separate occasions, bodies were discovered along the coastline—their tormented and shredded flesh arranged in disturbing poses on the sand dunes. Cal handed me his phone. “I can’t believe you don’t remember this.” The image on the screen showed a young man, completely naked, with deep lacerations across his chest and thighs, the skin curling back and away from the wound, limbs hog-tied with black ligatures. His mouth forced open with a red ball gag. His body suspended a few feet off the ground, probably swaying a few inches here and there with the ocean wind, hanging by a rope fixed to a tree branch at the base of the dunes, waiting for the authorities to find it.
“That’s awful. But what makes you think it’s related to last night?”
“A few things,” Cal said. He then told me about Laura Poole. The only person to survive the killer. His last attempted victim. “Her account is all we have in knowing more about this maniac.” He went into the similarities between what she relayed to the cops and media afterward and what I said back at the hospital. That she was abducted by a man who used a flashlight to blind her. That while in captivity, the man repeatedly used lights—strobes, flashlights, whatever—to keep her disoriented and frightened. That he addressed her as “a thing” or “it.” The experience lasted days until she was freed. The news stories don’t go into details as to how she made it out.
“Did she ever give a description of the guy?”
“Also an extremely odd coincidence,” he said. He then explained that Laura, despite a series of psychotherapists trying to salvage the memories from her experience, could only remember one detail about the man’s appearance. His pants. “Supposedly, they tried to put a composite sketch together. But she was totally blank. All she had was his pants. I’m pretty sure they were always described as military or cargo pants, never sweatpants. But she was clear. They were green.”
“And she was taken from Monterey?”
“Yes, but even more relevant than that, she was nabbed off the bike path. Very close to where you saw the guy at the dealership.”
Another scrub jay lands on my hood, looks around, and launches back into orbit, breaking my daze. I check the clock on my dashboard. I’m running late for a meeting. I have no idea if Cal’s instincts are right, but I have to pause my contemplation of nocturnal predators so that the workday versions can have their way with me. I grab my keys and head in.
The Coast News building is a modern, asymmetrical adobe structure with solar panels on the roof. A series of long windows along the sides for natural light. Inside, every hallway is marked with mounted art and potted plants. Too many plants. The reporters get the ground-level offices and cubicles. Advertising and legal are upstairs. As I walk through the doors, I try not to make eye contact with Raymond, our five foot five security guard working the front entrance, or with any other reporters near my desk. I grab my notebook and keep my eyes to the floor. Head for the Edward R. Murrow Conference Room, where our editorial meeting is scheduled. Some change-management firm once recommended the meeting rooms be named after famous journalists. It’s supposed to inspire current staff. The walls are decorated with award plaques. Runner-Up: Best Newspaper in Monterey. There are only two newspapers.
I take a seat at the oval board table, shoulder to shoulder with other reporters and editors. We all assume the same spots every Monday. Every editorial meeting. Routine is the twin partner of mundanity. The room is filling up quickly. Cal sits across from me, tapping his pen. His glasses do their best to hide the uneasiness in his eyes. The same uneasiness that can be found within everyone in the room, now ten people seated stiffly, as we await Terry, who will only exacerbate that discomfort.
My eyelids slink down lower and lower within the intervals between blinks. While at my apartment, I thought about giving myself an Adderall boost. Stared at the amber bottle. Twirled it. Only a couple of pills banged around the insides. The more tired you are, the sooner the effects of those pills wear off. Your sense of composure boils. Any irritant magnifies. At a certain point, it’s best to hold off and allow your body’s tolerance to diminish. These are lessons you learn after a few months of pushing the limits on these kinds of pills. It’s been about five months for me. Each successive week, I ask how much more I can take.
Terry shoots through the open doors without looking at any of us and takes his seat at the head of the table. Tugs on his plaid blazer with patches stitched onto the elbows. He looks up at us. His pupils narrow like a sex addict admiring a new partner.
I’m so tired I can feel the bile bubbling in my gut. I figure I was asleep in that street for an hour or two, at best. That’s more concentrated sleep than I’ve allowed in months. Lack of sleep will do many things to the body. All of it bad. Including damaging regions of the brain responsible for retaining memories.
“Look at all of you,” Terry says in his nasal twang. He rubs his salt-and-pepper pirate mustache and chin scruff with his thumb. Licks his lips. “This meeting isn’t going to take a full hour—you know why?” He waits a couple of seconds. Takes a quick bath in our silence. In our submission. “Because if I don’t hear one fucking golden idea, I’m going to give myself an early Christmas present and permanently free myself from having to see one of you. As in, someone is getting fired. And that doesn’t take very long, understand?” Some heads nod. Others stare down at their tablets or notepads.
Sleep is inevitable for everyone, no matter how hard you fight it off. I’ve come to a compromise with it. I only allow myself short, intermittent naps. Ten to twenty minutes. Set my alarm, close my eyes, and let the intense drift into unconsciousness power wash the crud off my brain. After a week or two, you get used to it. The intermittent bouts of sleep keep me functioning without the brain receiving the same benefits it would with a full night’s rest.
“I’m looking at a room of lazy journalists. Garbage writers.” Terry allows his gaze to pause on me. “How nice of you to show up to work. Interesting morning?” I give Terry an agreeable smile. His eyes remain predatorial. “You can end this meeting right here and now. Have an idea that might impress me? What about that lead you were following up on? The Jonestown–Heaven’s Gate rumor?”
Shit.
This is how it started. About two months ago. An anonymous tip came in through our website. Some guy ranting about large gatherings in the middle of the night. Something about shipping containers. I phoned a contact at the police department. Checked the local records. Nothing. Terry ordered me to stay on it. Told me that the crime section needed something juicy. Unfortunately for Terry, what I found wasn’t for him or the paper. It was for me.
“Not yet, Terry. I’m not sure there’s anything there.”
I have trouble with the truth.
“Uh huh.” He points at me—hand shaped like a gun. Puts me in the crosshairs. “Garbage. Lazy.” He drops me for the next person, Ibrahim, a deputy editor who wears suspenders every other day. Squares the turret between Ibrahim’s squinting eyes. “Garbage. Lazy.” Terry closes his left eye and squints with his right, taking better aim. He directs his focus to the other side of the table, clicking his tongue with each face he lines up with the finger gun.
Click—click.
“Garbage. Lazy.”
Terry targets three more reporters with the turret. His insults are high-caliber bullets, his ammunition never running out.
Click.
He turns to Cal, moves the finger his way, and shifts the verbal evisceration. “What was the last story of his that delivered eyeballs?” Terry looks over at Cynthia, the paper’s business manager. She’s Terry’s right-hand man and a ginger-haired devil who sticks decision variables up every writer’s ass, ensuring we know our limitations for becoming the next Woodward or Bernstein.
Both of those conference rooms are found upstairs.
“His pieces are trending below the conversion line for advertising,” Cynthia says with a tone that could only seduce an android.
Cal sits frozen. Tries to put on a noncombative face. But I know him. Right now, he’s weighing his next three career moves against being fired.
Terry leans back in his chair. “This is the deal. Someone here is going to give me that golden story idea, and they’re going to do it right now.” His finger is now a wand for his authoritarian symphony. He points it upward by the side of his head. Hitting high notes of fear. Demanding triads of complicity. “I’m talking about a story idea that makes Cynthia smile ear to ear and drives traffic like Pornhub. And if I don’t hear that idea, I’m firing Cal. It’s up to one of you if you want him around here.”
Cal’s lips unclasp, his jaw falling. A few other people look down at their notebooks, pretend to scribble an idea down and keep their eyes locked onto the page.
When I first started working at the Coast News, I was stringing paychecks together to cover credit card debt and student loans. Everything felt like it was in jeopardy. No apartment of my own. No car. Skipping lunch, sometimes even dinner. Cal never asked if I needed help. I lived with him for several months. He bought food. Drove me around. Put up with the burden that comes with having a constant guest. And above all else, he never made me feel like I owed him anything. So as I look at Cal now, doom scrolling across his eyes, I weigh the dos and don’ts of different scenarios. The right and wrong of the here and now.
“I have something,” I say. Fake confidence banging through my tone.
“Oh, you suddenly have something?” Terry mocks. “Better be legit, or Cal will soon be serving lattes at Starbucks. I do hear they offer excellent benefits.”
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
The lies we shape become our truths in the end.
“It’s a legit story—very big,” I tease.
Cal sends me a look that silently asks, What are you doing, man?
Trying to be good.
“You?” Terry says with disdain. “You are the one that has the big story reveal now?” He indicates the floor is all mine. “Well, let’s hear it.”
“I can’t.”
“This will be good,” Terry says. “Why can’t you?”
I tell myself to keep going. Not to give in to the blurriness of confusion. That a resolution is only a matter of pushing the charade farther.
“I want to,” I say. “Actually, I had planned on pitching it in this meeting. But it would be journalistically irresponsible for me to reveal what I’ve been working on until I can verify some details and do a bit more fact-gathering. Just need a little more time to put the final pieces together.”
“How big of a story are we talking about again?” he asks.
“Big. Like very, very big.”
“Really painting a picture. I can tell you deal in words for a living.” Terry looks around the room for anyone else to join his ridicule. Only Cynthia complies with a chuckle. “To recap: I ask if you have a great story. You say no. I then challenge everyone else to give me a great story or Cal gets fired. Nobody pipes up. Suddenly, it turns out that you do have a story after all. See why this sounds like horseshit?”
“How about this,” my tone hardens with more fake confidence. “You give me one week to follow up on a few loose ends, reach out to more sources and cement what I think is a game-changing story, and if I don’t deliver something that meets your definition of ‘big,’ you fire me instead.”
“We got ourselves a superhero now.” He cinches up his fist and rubs his knuckles against his cheek. He does this when he’s mulling something over. In Terry’s ideal situation, he’d reject my proposal. Probably fire Cal as punishment for me even trying something like this. But this isn’t his ideal situation. The paper has been in financial trouble for a while, which is why Cynthia and her job title are even a thing. It’s why he’s looking to lay off staff members but is dressing it up as a game of tyrant boss. So this carrot I dangle out there is one that Terry might have to chase. “Since you’ve made this a juicy little negotiation, allow me to counter. You will pitch this oh-so-convenient story of yours in one week—no more, no less—and if it doesn’t meet the lofty expectation you’ve set, I fire you and Cal.”
I interpret this as rhetorical. That the negotiations have concluded.
“Sounds more than fair,” I answer.
Terry turns his attention back to the group. “The normal story pitches—the ones you all give me that make my eyes deaden with boredom—can be sent to me over email.” He grabs his notebook. Pushes his chair out from underneath him and stands, releasing all of us from the executioner’s glare as he glides out of the room. Cynthia follows right behind Terry.
Cal waits for the last person to exit the room to ask the inevitable question. “What are you doing?”
“Funny way to say ‘thanks.’”
He lets out a nervous laugh. “But do you actually have something?”
“Not yet.”
“So what’s the plan?”
I don’t have a great answer for Cal. I don’t have any answer, as a matter of fact. The reality of the situation causes me to ask myself a question: What the fuck did I just do? I start to stand. Instant dizziness. My eyes begin to roll into the back of their sockets. I feel a warm drizzle of blood snaking out of my right nostril.
This again.
“Sit back down,” Cal says. “Are you okay?”
I fall into my seat. Wipe away the blood. The oxygen enters my lungs, and the temporary episode concludes.
“We definitely need to talk, but you need to call it a day and go home.”
My head throbs at the temples. “I think you’re right.”
“Before you go, I have something for you.” Cal reaches beneath the table and rummages through his messenger bag. He looks toward the door to make sure nobody is watching. He holds up a skinny prescription bottle. For a second I feel a new level of brotherhood with Cal. But then I see the instant stress across his face. This means he is doing something he considers naughty.
He places the bottle in my hand.
“What is it?”
“Ambien,” he nervously hisses.
I withhold my disappointment from appearing across my face.
Cal tells me that he stopped by his girlfriend’s house in between dropping me off and getting to work. They’re her sleeping pills. He took them without her knowledge. Based on the level of guilt in Cal’s voice, I suspect he will be making a sacramental confession later today.
“I thought you really could use that stuff. I mean, look at you, bud. You look like you haven’t slept in years.”
I thank him, and we say our goodbyes. I’m halfway down the hall, passing cubicles decorated with inspirational posters or drawings done by children, when I see Joan standing by my desk waiting for me.
Joan is a superior.
In an org-chart kind of way.
In a top-flight human kind of way.
She has a model’s build and a professor’s mind. When she looks at you with her emerald eyes, you tend to stutter and mumble while fading in and out of her unintended seduction. She’s also the paper’s general counsel, which makes having a crush on her a fine line to walk.
Joan stands in place as I approach. Her dress is a perfect fit for her torso. In a matter of hours, she’ll have swapped out the dress for breeches and riding boots, heading out to the barn where she boards her horse and takes dressage lessons. The first time I met her, she made a “walk before you canter” metaphor. After that, I started visiting equestrian websites. Learned the lingo. Sprinkled it in conversations with her.
“Hey, stranger.” She gives a caring smile. Examines my face. Her smile dissipates as she processes my road-worn face. Probably the raccoon eyes. The exaggerated crow’s feet. “You doing okay?”
“I’m fine. A little tired. Exhausted, actually. I think I’m heading home for the day.”
“You definitely don’t look yourself.” She reaches out and rubs the side of my arm.
I wonder if she knows about me and the trip to the hospital. About what I just promised in the meeting. I ask her how she’s doing. About her work. She gives me a quick summary of her life. The boredom of twelve-hour workdays. The mundanity of Monterey nightlife. How she’s fed up with the local Pilates studio and needs to find another one.
“I actually got something for you.” I open up the top drawer of my desk and pull out a pair of riding gloves. I searched “gifts for dressage riders,” and these were the most highly recommended brand. They cost eighty bucks plus shipping and handling. “My friend was going to throw them out because they didn’t fit, but I told them that I knew someone else who would like them. They’re lined to keep your hands warm when it gets colder.”
Joan takes the gloves. Looks them over while thanking me profusely. Tells me what a nice gesture it is and thanks me again. We play out the game of gift and gratitude for a few more exchanges until the natural flow of the conversation reaches its end. She heads off to a meeting, gloves in tow.
    
I’m in my car, key in the ignition, hands gripping tight, looking through the windshield as I head home. Cal’s prescription bottle sits on the passenger seat, rolling back and forth with each red and green light. These pills represent the opposite of everything I have sought to achieve. These lovely little narcotics are designed to do one thing with ruthless efficiency: produce restful, beautiful sleep that restores the brain’s vitality and boosts its function, including memory retention.
I arrive at my apartment just as it starts to rain. My front door opens, and a gust of stale boredom and isolation hits me. I leave the door open and keep the screen door closed. Let the cool October air fill the space. I head to my bookcase and pull The Essential Kierkegaard off it. I open it up. Once thick and bountiful with pages and words and wisdom, the book is now only a hollow shell of what was once nothing but complex musings. At some point, I took a box cutter and sliced through it until a deep square hole was all that was left within the hardbound book. I now use it only to store my cocktail. My true prescription.
I do inventory.
They’re all there. Every single amber bottle, the white labels stuck to the side, small type telling me what is what.
Theophylline for emphysema.
Atenolol for hypertension.
Dopamine agonists for Parkinson’s.
Modafinil for narcolepsy.
Atorvastatin for cholesterol levels.
And Adderall and Vyvanse.
All prescription drugs. All prescribed to treat afflictions I don’t have.
The Adderall and the Vyvanse are used for obvious reasons. They deliver the necessary amphetamines into my bloodstream to keep my heart rate elevated beyond the threshold required to feel alert, staving off desires for sleep. The rest of the medications affect different parts of my brain controlling short- or long-term memory retention. Lipids in the brain will soon be depleted, limiting the formation of connections between nerve cells. In other cases, the meds will dampen the flow of signals within the central nervous system. If I’m lucky, some of the medications, beyond the amphetamines, will trigger pathways for dopamine—meaning I’ll get to feel happy and motivated for no particular reason. But I’ll get to feel happy and motivated at the expense of memory loss due to overactive chemical releases. Some people watch those pharmaceutical TV ads and tune out during the “side effects may include” part. Not me.
I leave my cocktail of meds for later. Instead, I head to the breakfast nook. Stare at the chessboard with its war put on pause. Try to remember what move I previously thought was most appropriate. I settle on a rook taking a bishop. That’s enough for now.
I wave the white flag for the day as I plunk down on my couch, sleeping pills in hand. If I take an Ambien, I’ll be out in twenty minutes. I hold the bottle at eye level. Rattle the pills from side to side.
Maybe I earned it?
Maybe today I did right in the world. Maybe today, I saved Cal from something. From pain. From embarrassment. At least for now. Maybe I don’t need Rocket or Enzo or even my cocktail. Maybe all I need is more days like this one. Days that help balance my ledger. Cancel out my sin.
Just maybe.
I pluck one Ambien out of the bottle. Drop it into my mouth. Swallow it down.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
Your healing begins in silence.
I bunch up some throw pillows and lay back on my sofa. The cool air fills my apartment. The rain softens, the impact on the earth is lighter.
I close my eyes.
    
The farm is desolate and flat and brown with rolling waves of tilled soil out into the horizon that eventually leads to mountains. Out here, there exists one grocery store that sells discounted meat and one gas station, owned and staffed by the town mayor.
“Last chance,” my brother says, grinning with confidence. He tosses the football back into my chest and jogs to the other side of the lawn and readies himself on defense. Behind him are a series of trees with pale trunks stretching out of the earth, spaced five to seven feet apart. Each represents a target for the football.
I take my spot fifteen yards away. He remains the obstacle between me and the trees. I’m annoyed because I’m losing and because he’s winning and because he loves that I’m losing and he’s winning and because it’s Sunday and it’s July and hot and I don’t want to be here. I want to be back on campus, getting ready to enjoy my last semester of college. But I’m visiting my parents’ house out in the middle of San Joaquin, California. The armpit of the state.
“Let’s go!” My brother rubs his hands together.
Earlier in the morning, my mom and dad drove north into San Jose. Where we used to live and where my dad’s longtime doctor still practices medicine. It’s a two-hour drive each way, and as soon as they return I can say goodbye and head back to school.
I spin the football atop my index finger. Hold it low around my knees and simulate a snap. I stare at a tree over my brother’s left shoulder, wait for him to take one step in that direction before quickly firing the ball. It misses.
He laughs.
I grind my teeth.
As he tosses the ball back to me, I hear the faint growl of rubber over dirt. Pebbles spit from underneath car tires. It slowly approaches, wobbling from the uneven, unpaved road, the windshield and their faces hidden from the reflection of overhead branches and sky and sun. They both sit still in the front seat, staring straight ahead, not turning to look at me. The ball remains cradled between my forearm and oblique as I approach, waiting for a door to open, for them to step outside and smile at me for a quick hello and for a quick goodbye. But they remain there. The car’s engine is killed. The sun and speckled clouds and shaded parts of the passenger-side window dissipate as I get closer. The darkened details of my father’s profile start to come into view. I stop a few feet from the door. My father turns his head—his lips closed, the corners of his mouth angled down, eyes wailing in silence. And immediately, I know.
Everything has changed.
    
My eyes open to the darkness cast throughout my apartment but for weak moonlight slithering through the screen door. Sweat fastens me to my couch. Chills my body along with the midnight air. The sixth sense of ambush alerts me that I am not alone.
At first, he’s just a black outline looming over me.
“You shouldn’t leave your door open like that,” Enzo says.
Before I can respond, he tells me why he’s here.
“It’s time.”
I ask in a throaty whisper, “For what?”
“The mission.”
I want to refuse. I want to tell him that I’ve changed my mind. That I no longer need Rocket’s help. But within me, the farm’s intense heat signature convinces me otherwise. The pulsating details of everything that happened there lingering within my brain. The grip of that memory never releasing me, no matter how hard I squirm, no matter how much I fight to never remember. All the nights I forced myself deeper and deeper into insomnia, all of the pills I’ve swallowed to forget everything and to become something else. It all gives in eventually, leading me back to the same point in time. My memory never relenting. Always reminding.
That I killed someone.
“Are you ready?” Enzo asks.
I nod.
Out we walk into the night.
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





FIVE
It’s a few hours later, and the first night of missions is underway. Enzo knew the passcode to the front door and let us in the stranger’s house. I later learned that someone in the Liberty Subterraneans installs security systems. Inside the home, we each have our roles to play, and my job is to watch our target as he sleeps. Breathing tubes aid his respiratory system. Enzo is downstairs. He has the more formidable job—a two-step process. The first step requires him to install technology in the resident’s home. Technology they will never see or come to know. He fixes small spy cams about the house. Peels off adhesives and fastens them to the underside of couches. Behind bookcases. Picture frames. And where he can, he installs Raspberry Pi devices—a small and crude version of a computer. The Raspberry Pi runs Linux, a bare-bones operating system that allows a remote user, say a hacker, to control the device to which it’s attached. It could be your smart TV. Your home security cameras. Laptops. The second step of Enzo’s job requires him to take what is pertinent for identity theft—searching through the man’s drawers, cabinets, and mail—maybe cracking open a safe if necessary. I hear the ruffling of paper downstairs, and I know Enzo is still searching. Sweat and chills run down my fingertips and soak my leather gloves. My mind prays to a nameless god—asking her or him or they or it to make sure this man doesn’t wake anytime soon. Never sees me as the intruder that I am. The criminal I have become. I know this is wrong, and I know this isn’t who I want to be, but I also know that in order to feel complete again, I need the fresh start that Rocket promises. As long as these people don’t get hurt, I tell myself. Maybe it’s not so bad. This goes on for thirty or forty minutes before I hear the signal. Enzo clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth twice. That means he’s found what we needed. The night’s mission is complete.
    
It’s Tuesday, daytime, and the name of the game is “Avoid Terry at All Costs.” I sit at my desk, slouching so the top of my laptop covers my eyes and face from anyone trying to read my panic. My “Oh shit, what have I promised” demeanor. I occasionally spot Terry walking the halls and going from one meeting to the next. I take an extra-long lunch break. When I get back, Cal is standing by my desk.
“Any ideas?” he asks nervously.
Cal knows what kind of a journalist I am. My strengths and weaknesses. He knows that most, if not all, of my successful stories were developed in a slow boil. How I would catch a rumor about something nefarious in the county. Hold the rumor from the police for the time being while I tried to collect more bits of information around town. At the dive bars in Seaside. The illegal card games in Marina. Talk to the local cab drivers who work the oddest hours—their back seats are often the street’s version of a confessional, a driver instead of a priest, a passenger instead of a penitent. Only when I had enough information about what was going on would I seek any comments from the police. They deny it otherwise. But all that takes time. More than what I have been allotted now.
“None.”
We hold our anxious stares. Protect the shared conspiracy through our silence. Terry doesn’t seek me out. Today I am safe.
Night falls, and my nocturnal work begins again. I brace for more disappointment in myself. Think of the farm and everything that happened there. Use it to prevent myself from pulling the rip cord on these missions. A means to an end, I tell myself.
Enzo picks me up and we’re soon at 501 Ocean Ave. in Monterey. A little brown Spanish adobe one-story. We’re inside before our ski masks cover our chins. Same assignments as last time. I hover in the doorway and watch the only resident of the household. A small old lady sleeping on her side. She faces the opposite wall, her hands huddled to her chest in a praying pose. A nearby nightstand balances an array of picture frames—trips around the world with a husband no longer here. I fight the urge to slink down against the wall and close my heavy eyes. I snagged a couple of catnaps in the early evening—neither more than ten minutes. After the second nap, I chugged a cup of coffee with three NoDoz caffeine pills crushed and stirred into the mug, followed by a couple of Adderall—my fourth and fifth of the day. It’s all wearing off now. I hear Enzo’s click-clack from down the hall.
Another night in the books. Another person’s life taken without them noticing. What am I becoming?
    
It’s Wednesday and my game of Terry-Roulette continues. We’re well into the afternoon, and there’s no sign of him or Cynthia or their tormenting expectations for the story I promised. Like a fool, I lower my guard. Walk the building to stretch my legs. I fixate on the lines marking the linoleum floor when I see his shoes. It’s Terry’s unmistakable red-and-black Air Jordans that scream, “I might be your boss, but I’m still a cool person, and can’t we be friends during happy hour?” His left cheek bulges out with his last few bites of whatever he just ate.
“T-minus five days until I fire you and Cal,” he says with a grin. I head back to my desk and carry the countdown.
T-minus five days.
It’s nighttime, and Enzo and I are at 2364 Spotsylvania Drive. It’s Seaside, the poorer part of the peninsula. A town with more concrete than grass, more strip malls than cute coastal ma and pa stores. The residential neighborhood sits on a sloping hill with beaches at its base. If you walk to the top of Seaside at night and look across the black water and over to the more affluent parts of the coastline, the Pacific Ocean stops feeling like a blessing and more like a moat keeping you from their precious California castles.
Enzo and I stand in the shadows—which are not hard to find since the streetlights in this neighborhood aren’t working. I survey the house, tonight’s target. Bars on the windows. Metal screen door with cracked white paint. When we walk around the side of the house, a motion light goes off.
“Relax,” Enzo says. “It’s going to be fine.”
The back door to the house has the touch pad above the doorknob and Enzo enters the four-digit code. We’re inside. It’s a small family room. A frumpy sofa and two patio chairs pointed toward the television. Our breathing slows. The exhales plume out of our masks and become little visible clouds methodically dissipating in front of our faces, the first signs that autumn is beginning its slow transformation into winter. Enzo and I nod at each other—tacitly acknowledging our core responsibilities. He starts to look for the necessary documents. Social Security cards. Passports. Bank statements. Car registrations. Anything that allows the Subterraneans to lift the identity off the target and give it to one of our own. Someone who fulfilled enough missions to be rewarded with Rocket’s promised rebirth. I suppose that will be me one day. A new name. A new life.
Is that what I want?
I find the bedroom and nudge the door open. There rests a queen mattress on the floor. A wrinkled couple of spoons—the man in a white T-shirt with his arm around the woman, the blanket held to her lips. We’re stealing from people who own very little for us to steal. Instead, what we take is the one thing they probably believed could never be removed—their sense of self. This realization turns me into total garbage. I go numb and just do my job. After twenty minutes, Enzo taps me on the shoulder. He holds up a black notebook and shrugs, not with indifference but uncertainty. He shows me a page featuring handwritten passwords for about twenty or thirty websites.
On the walk home, I ask Enzo how many more of these we have left.
“I honestly don’t know,” he says with exhaustion. “We show them what we’ve got at the end of the week. They’ll let us know after that.”
It’s almost over, I tell myself.
    
It’s Thursday now and I spend much of the day working the phones at my desk, fishing for story ideas. I talk to a couple of sources within the police department.
“A bar fight last week led to an arrest,” one source tells me. He’s a desk clerk within the department named Kevin. He feeds me a story here and there. It took some work to develop him as a reliable source. This is how it tends to go as a reporter. You have to invest in building relationships with as many people around town as possible. Buying them a coffee here. Lunch there. Showing interest in them outside of their job. In this case, Kevin is actually interesting. A weekend warrior type that eventually showed me how to surf. But Kevin doesn’t have much for me now. “We found out that one of the guys had a warrant for auto theft. That juicy enough for you?”
No.
Earlier in the morning, Cal told me what’s at stake if I can’t cobble a story together.
“I have enough savings to make it through a month, maybe two if I get on unemployment,” he said. “But after that, I figure I’d have to move somewhere with more opportunities. No way the Monterey Herald hires someone who couldn’t hack it here.”
Cal always had a clear plan for his career. Put in enough time at the Coast News to land a promotion or two. Parlay that into an editor job at a daily paper—nothing too huge. Probably another mid-major regional. The Herald would suffice. Then, go for broke. Something like the Los Angeles Times or The Washington Post. If he’s lucky, he figures he could have a recurring guest spot on network news. But all this goes up in smoke if his résumé shows he couldn’t even make it at the Coast News. I barely care about losing my own job. I’m trying to do this for him.
T-minus four days.
By the time I get home, my head is fully congested with my problems. So much going on at once that I’ve nearly forgotten about the man with the gun. I think about him standing in front of me that night, and my stomach acid churns hotter. I drop my warm forehead into my warmer palms. Earthquakes erupt within my belly and move north, tremoring into my cranium. My ears start to buzz and thump like electronica. Pressure mounts at the side of my head. I open my eyes to make sure this is real.
And for the first time, it happens.
The room flashes static with wavy lines of black-and-white crunch. My view of the living room—the closed blinds, a bookcase overflowing with stacks of novels, manila folders, and magazines—is gone, like a cut satellite feed, a lost cable connection. Like a glitch.
I’m glitching.
The wavy lines of electricity overtake my vision. My lungs fill with air I’m too afraid to exhale. I hold it in and wait for the glitch to fade. Count to ten. Count to ten again. Lose count and wait. And wait more.
Eventually, the glitch’s distortion, like an AM radio station too far out of range, fades. I exhale. The sun is now setting. Time has passed, the extent of which I have no idea. Concern levels are redlining. Options start running through my head. Call 911. Get to an emergency room. Forgo duties with Enzo and never see Rocket again.
The meds, the drugs—no more.
The forced insomnia must end.
This is a wake-up call, and my brain is on the other end of the phone.
I think of all this before I think of the other side of the coin. What glitching might signal.
Progress.
I head to my bookcase, my equilibrium misfiring, and I walk like a newborn doe. I open the one book that matters most, my Kierkegaard drug haven. Every prescription bottle is empty. I try to recall when I ran out. “I can’t remember,” I mumble.
I smile.
Progress confirmed.
    
My apartment is completely dark. I’ve waited hours for the next glitch. For the next sign that my memory is actually dying. That all of the self-poisoning, all the sleep deprivation is finally paying off. But the glitching has not returned.
My door rumbles from somebody’s knuckles. I open it, and there stands Enzo. It’s Thursday, and this is our last night of missions for the week.
“Good evening, good morning, and good night,” he says.
“One second.” I head to the chess set. Move the white bishop to E2.
“Have you beaten yourself yet?” Enzo jokes.
“All I do is beat myself.”
Enzo insists on driving to the target location tonight. We pull into a neighborhood and park underneath the cover of a tree. Enzo kills the engine.
“Do you want to take the lead this time?” Enzo asks.
I’ve grown tired of watching the poor souls we’re stripping of their privacy. If I’m going to drown in a pool of felonies, I might as well do it in the deep end.
We walk toward the target house in Pacific Grove, an artsy but also richer part of the peninsula. Rather than Audis and BMWs, you’re more likely to find Volvos—the automotive loophole that accommodates pretension and luxury, the thing you can park in the faculty lot that signals you have tenure but haven’t joined the bourgeoisie.
We arrive at the address, 867 Arkwright Street, and both Enzo and I exchange looks.
“Do we have this right?” I ask.
Enzo holds his phone over a piece of paper listing all of the addresses for the week. “This is the one.”
But this doesn’t look like an average house. It looks like an abandoned storefront. Two faded words above the door and front window, only the second one legible: Salon.
Enzo shrugs and stuffs the piece of paper inside his trench coat. We put our masks and gloves on. Start to case the residence. I walk around the side of the house into the backyard. Dry weeds sprout out between the long cracks in the patio’s concrete. All the windows are closed shut, the latch locked. I find Enzo back at the front door, his eyes bugging out behind his ski mask. He motions at the doorknob and twists it. Unlocked. We walk inside and Enzo closes the door behind us. A four-foot fish tank dimly lights the room. A school of little red neon tetras do laps within the tank. They circle a despondent creature—one betta fish floating peacefully, blowing bubbles to the top of the tank, its royal-blue lion’s mane undulating as the water moves through it. The rest of the room serves as the dusty remnants of the salon. Directly in front of us are the haircut stations. A long mirror fastened against the entire length of the wall. Opposite the mirror, four swivel chairs wait for clients of yesteryear. Citrus-colored drying bowls hover above each chair.
Enzo moves down the hall. I stay put and analyze the room. It’s what used to be the salon’s waiting area. A leather sofa and a couple of plain accent chairs. An end table with a stack of magazines and envelopes. I start by sorting through the envelopes like baseball cards, looking for the logos of credit cards or banking companies. Every envelope appears to be junk mail, all addressed to a person by the name of Fuji Nakamura. I take one step toward the back of the house when I hear it. It’s faint at first. Louder as I focus on it. Pained breathing from old lungs. A tired throat gurgles. Lost in the awkwardness of fish tanks and hair bowls is a dark crevice in the corner of the room forming a space just big enough for a twin bed. And there on the mattress, beneath four or five blankets, her face turned toward me, brown eyes wide open and glistening from the aquarium’s light, is an old woman.
“I’m not going to hurt you,” I whisper instinctively. I hold my hands out in a manner that somehow signifies surrender. She lifts her head off her pillow, never blinking, never looking away. The past prunes her face. Her thinning hair is comically dyed black, patches of pink scalp breaking through the frizzy strands atop her head.
“Who you going to hurt?” she teases with a Japanese accent. She starts to giggle like a child. The giggle morphs into a cough. She reaches for a plastic breathing mask, tubes connected to an oxygen tank. She inhales, takes a few seconds, and rests her head back down on her pillow. “You’re desperate tonight?”
Maybe.
This is the point in the evening when I’m supposed to signal back to Enzo that it’s time to run. To get the fuck out of here. I catch a glimpse of myself in the long mirror. Dressed like a burglar. Caught like a criminal.
“Very desperate,” I mutter.
“Take what you want,” she says with annoyance. “Let me go back to sleep already.”
“I don’t want anything. I’m sorry.” I start to head for the front door.
“No,” she stops me. “You’re desperate. But I’m not. What you need?”
“Are you going to call the cops?”
“For what? No crime here tonight. Just a donation. Me to you. A donation is a crime now?” she giggles again. “What do you want? Money? My purse is right here.” She points to her frumpy bag on the floor. “You want jewelry? That’s the other room.”
“I don’t want any of that.”
“Then what?”
“I’m supposed to get information.”
“You come into this house for information? Life is never boring.” She laughs. “What kind of information you need?”
“Do you have a passport?”
“You want to travel?”
“A bank statement?”
“No bank.”
“Birth certificate?”
“Oh, I see,” she says. “You want my life.”
“I’m afraid so.” I cringe as the words leave my mouth.
“My life is almost gone,” she says. “But we can share what’s left. Go look under the fish tank.”
I do as I’m told. Underneath the tank is a small filing cabinet with one drawer. I open it and find greeting cards, Post-it notes with written reminders in Japanese and English, and spare car keys. Beneath all of that is the gold mine. Immigrant visa. Marriage license. Social Security card. Death certificate.
“You can only have my life. Leave my husband’s alone.”
I nod. Take her visa and Social Security card and leave behind the documents belonging to her husband, including his death certificate. “Thank you.”
“Yes, yes. Thank me by leaving.”
I want to get out of here before she changes her mind. Or before I change mine. Before I give her back the documents and call the cops on myself. I walk through a narrow hallway with two rooms on the right side. Both are nothing more than a hoarder’s closet space. Junk from wall to wall, stacking on top of itself. It would have been impossible for anyone to place a Raspberry Pi or spy cams in the middle of all that anyway. I find Enzo on the back patio, mask off, staring at the stars.
“Weird, lonely place, huh?”
“Yeah, but we’re done,” I tell him.
“You find something in all that junk?”
“More than I wanted.”
On the way home, Enzo thanks me for great work this week. Tells me that I should be proud. That these are essential steps on my journey. I stay quiet but for a few grunts to let him know I’m listening. Eventually, he pulls up to my apartment building.
“We’ll show Rocket what we retrieved tomorrow night. I hope he will be happy.”
It better be worth it, I think.
I collapse on my couch and gaze at the inside of my apartment. Think about the Japanese woman and what we’ve taken from her. From all of them.
Then I think about the glitching. Wonder what the fuck it’s about. How long it will last. I ask myself when the next glitch will occur, hoping that I never recover from it.
    
It’s Friday, the end of the workweek—for both of my jobs. I’m out of every medication that makes up my cocktail and have zero refills left. This means that my narcotics warring against my own memory—and, by extension, the remembrance of the farm and my greatest sin—are depleted and in need of reinforcements. This also means I’m due for a doctor’s visit. But this isn’t any doctor. This is Dr. Pill. Love Vicodin? Need a hefty supply of muscle relaxers? How about some Quaaludes? Dr. Pill is your man.
He wasn’t my first or second option. I found him after visiting half a dozen other general physicians. At each one, they rejected my requests for medications due to suspicion—all asking the worst kind of rhetorical questions.
“Parkinson’s is a serious diagnosis and not one I can make and treat here on the spot. You realize that, don’t you?”
“I can’t diagnose hypertension based on your blood pressure today. Are you sure you’re experiencing these symptoms?”
“Why is it you never needed Adderall until now?”
I finally found Dr. Pill after searching “nearby pill mills” on Reddit. I call his office and make an appointment for next week. Hopefully, I’ll still have a job by that point. What Dr. Pill sacrifices in ethics, he makes up for in profit. But right now, I’m able to cover the cost of the prescriptions with my health insurance.
I hang up the phone. I’m left with the word processor that taunts me with its unmarked canvas. My fingertips rest in home position atop the keyboard, paralyzed with uncertainty, never punching down on any single letter, incapable of writing word one for my glorious story Terry is expecting to hear about on Monday. I see him periodically—in the hallway or from across the office. He leaves me alone. He knows when the execution will occur.
At three o’clock on Fridays, most people are transitioning to weekend mode. Many have left the office. Others are surfing the Net to kill time. I catch Joan in the commons, an overly bright room furnished by IKEA. She sits on a stool in the corner. My instinct is to turn around before she sees me.
“Hey!” she says.
Too late.
I smile, probably like an idiot, and she motions me to the stool next to her. She asks me the standard questions most coworkers do for the sake of small talk. How was your week? How’s Terry been? Aren’t you glad today is Friday? She tells me a story about Kirk, another lawyer for the paper. About how he overspent his consulting budget and is now trying to reclassify the expenses before anyone realizes it. Little does he know that she already found out. She laughs because she genuinely finds it funny. I laugh because she laughs.
She tosses what’s left of her half-eaten Buddha bowl in the garbage. It’s from a vegan spot a half mile from the office. Joan was new to the area when she first started working here. She had asked me for food recommendations. I found out she’s a vegetarian. “Can’t go full vegan because I love pizza so much,” she said. I told her about my favorite pizza place and took her to the vegan spot her first month on the job. I tried to pay but she insisted. “For showing me around,” she said. She gets that Buddha bowl about once a week now.
“Any weekend plans?” she asks.
“Nothing eventful,” I lie. “Probably just a weekend at home.”
“Nothing wrong with that. I better wrap up my own week.”
I finish the day feeling desperate once again. I check the public crime logs. Email a guy that once did six months in county. Listen to the police scanner and hope for a miracle.
T-minus three days.
    
All I can think about is fish. Scaly fish. Oily fish. Smelly fish. Enzo and I have taken our seats on the cold concrete within the warehouse—the same venue as the last meeting. The same nauseating fish aroma comes from the back of the room as the catch of the day is laid out over the ice, on display for the morning’s market rush. If this meeting doesn’t provide me some confidence in what Rocket is selling, I might just abandon this plan altogether and leave the Subterraneans behind. Hope that the glitching takes care of my problem instead.
“Incredible yield,” Enzo says, looking around the room.
I ask him what he means.
“It looks like almost every pledge is back tonight.”
Caris, draped in his brown trench coat, shuts the entrance door. The room’s torches hiss as a gust of air bullies them.
“Is Rocket not here?”
Enzo holds his index finger up to his lips like a librarian.
“Attention,” Caris booms out to the room. He tries to make his voice sound deeper than it really is when he does this. “Can I see all the sponsors?”
About two dozen sponsors, including Enzo, approach Caris. They line up single file. After a few minutes, Enzo gets his chance, and he looks more nervous than I’ve seen him before, as if he’s searching for words he cannot find. Caris browbeats him as he struggles to talk. Eventually, Enzo hands Caris the documents and walks back to me.
“What happened?”
“Cannot say,” he whispers.
From the corner of the room, a small glowing sphere captures our attention. The orb burns brighter as it is carried out from behind the curtains, now toward the front of the warehouse, cradled between fingers as long and bony as every evil witch found within a fable. The orb spins light through the warehouse in quick spurts. I see flashes of Enzo’s mesmerized face—mouth open, smile starting to grow. Flashes of trench coats. Flashes of fish. The light gives away more of its owner—its master. The lanky arms, the sharp elbows. A torso towering above all. His dreadlocks bounce up and down, side to side, as the light continues to circle inside the orb.
Rocket has taken his stage.
“I look across our cathedral and see a congregation that was once comprised of little birds, all eager to get out from the warm wing of a mother, and now only see devoted raptors of the night staring back at me.” Rocket raises the orb. The spinning beams, one after another, never-ending, penetrate my consciousness. “My creatures, my darlings—I have come to the knowledge that you have flashed your talons this week. You have snatched what was required and brought it back to our nest. And to that, what do we say?”
“God is love!” the sponsors yell.
“What else?” Rocket beckons.
“God is life!” the room gets louder with some pledges joining in.
Rocket raises the orb above his head. “And?”
“God is a bomb!” the room crescendoes.
“Feels good, doesn’t it?” Enzo says to me. Before I can respond, I realize what he’s insinuating. I joined the chant.
Did I just glitch?
Rocket lowers the orb and continues to let the light paint our faces. “Yes, God is a bomb. As I have told you, and as I will continue to tell you, I will help you detonate the past to liberate your future.” Rocket nods to Caris, now standing at the entrance, and suddenly Rocket’s orb turns off. But as it does, intense slivers of light shoot out from the side of the room. From brown coats holding their own orbs. “Let’s talk about the past for a moment. I know everyone here took great steps this week in ridding themselves of this enemy. And I know that it might not have felt as comfortable as you might like. But for our group to thrive, we need everyone to do their part.” Rocket’s gold teeth sparkle with each illuminating stream. He begins to twirl his hands with whimsy. His conviction draws me in. “What is the past, exactly? Can you touch it? Smell it? Does it even exist? And if you believe it does—then what does it mean for your existence now?” He folds his hands across his chest and bathes in our silence, our mercy. “But the past is no more real than your dreams. All that is real is ‘the right now.’ And the only thing that is controllable is the ‘here on out.’ The future is as real as you can envision it in the current moment. But as long as you acknowledge the past, that vision of the future becomes compromised by the gravity of your memories. That is why I am here, my not-so-little birds. To help remove the invisible hand of the past.”
Rocket holds his arms out toward us, offering himself. A tear trickles down my face and slips salty between my lips. I want that gravity removed. I want my future again.
“My beautiful birds,” he says adoringly. “My metaphysical self combusts from all the love I have for each and every one of you.”
A pair of hands begin a thunderclap, a sonic eruption that stings my ears. I look down and realize it is my hands applauding. My hands that everyone in the warehouse emulates. We all answer Rocket’s call for love.
“Thank you, my birds—but not necessary.” Rocket motions for silence. “Every time we meet, it is about love. But not every time we meet can it be about celebrations. And I know that while everyone here tonight has succeeded in what was asked of them, we have one special creature that has risen faster than expected.” Rocket scans the attendees. At first, his eyes are processing the other side of the room. But as his dagger chin swivels more in my direction, I can feel it. A slow swell building at the center of my chest. The anticipation and hopefulness. At last, his eyes meet mine. “Dash. My beautiful nocturnal being. Please come forward.”
I approach Rocket—a glowing figure of magnificence. He holds out his hands and I take them with mine. I crook my neck back so I can look into his eyes as we stand at his altar. “Caris tells me that you have gone above and beyond your calling this week. That you took point position during one of your missions. Is this true?”
“It is true,” I say.
“Beautiful boy.”
God is love.
“My sweet, sweet son.”
God is life.
“You have earned this special, special gift.” Caris walks toward us, holding something that folds over both of his arms. “This gift represents the progress you have made and the work yet ahead.” He takes the item from Caris. The room’s flashing lights unwrap my gift from the shadows. Rocket slides the beige trench coat over my arms. The warehouse begins to cheer. Louder and louder. Enzo pumps his fist into the air. The warmth within my chest starts to boil with satisfaction. With accomplishment. And for a nanosecond, the Japanese woman and the old couple pop into my head, making me second-guess the nature of this reward. But they fade back into the darkest recesses of my mind.
Because they are the past.
And the past is not real.
God is a bomb.
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





SIX
I wake up to my phone dancing atop the broken-down nightstand, its aluminum handle dangling out of the drill hole. It’s Cal calling, but I don’t pick up and instead check the time because doing that seems so much simpler when my head is ringing from the chimes of last night and last week and how, after the last several months of sleeplessness I was finally donated one night’s rest—a mercy sacrifice I bequeathed upon myself because let’s face it, if I didn’t, I might die and that would be easy—oh so easy—to just kill myself and stop trying but isn’t trying the most virtuous thing we can ever do in this lifetime? Try to breathe. Try to smile. Want to live and don’t want to die. Yeah, that’s the one virtuous thing I have left, and so I check the time and ignore the call. Do the small things first, I try to remind myself.
It’s three in the afternoon.
I pull the blanket off and see that my trench coat is still buttoned to mid-chest. The wake-up thirst hits, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my dry mouth, detaching like Velcro. When abusing drugs, the kidneys are the first organs to cry for help. It’s easy to mistake it for common backaches. But dry mouth is how the kidney sounds the alarms. The stimulants mandate my heart pump faster, and as a result, my body temperature elevates a quarter of a degree higher than normal. My body then processes water at a rate beyond what I can give it. Cottonmouth is the first indication that my habits are getting away from my ability to self-regulate.
Months ago, I found the psychostimulant group on Reddit. I never posted. Just observed. A Peeping Tom dry-humping a Reddit tree branch.
Most threads I found were useless to me.
Does Adderall make anyone else extra horny?
Some were what you would expect.
Crammed an entire semester of French in two days. Addy all day. AMA!!!
Some were what I needed to hear.
Does Adderall make your memory worse?
The internet has lessons for every facet of our lives and every identity we seek. If you look hard enough, someone has already conquered a journey you’re about to embark upon.
Rule #1—IT’S ALL ABOUT ELECTROLYTES.
Inside my refrigerator, on the top and bottom shelves, are twelve-ounce bottles of lemon-lime Gatorade. I unscrew the orange cap and let the green liquid, shaded like antifreeze, run down my throat.
Thump, thump, thump.
Knocking on my front door.
I lean in and press my brow ridge against the peephole.
“Hey man,” Cal says after I open the door. “I tried calling.”
I give the international body gesture for “Come on in, why don’t you?” Cal is in his weekend-casual uniform. Collared shirt underneath a V neck. Loose navy slacks. Forever on the college row team. He holds a drink tray containing two coffee cups.
“So, how’s it coming?” Normally Cal would abide by all informal etiquette. Small talk about him, small talk about me. But not this time. His expression twists like a car wrapped around a pole. “Any idea on what you’re going to pitch tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow? You mean Monday.”
T-minus two days.
“Tomorrow is Monday,” he says slowly, each syllable creating a small sieve for his confidence in me to leak out.
Tomorrow is Monday. This means I slept through Saturday.
T-minus one day.
“My bad.” I shake my head. “You know how the days start to blur together.”
Cal decides to reboot our conversation. “Here, got this for you.” He hands me the coffee. “I like the coat.”
“It’s brand-new.” I take it off and toss it on the arm of the couch.
“You don’t have anything, do you?” Cal asks.
I confirm his worst suspicions. I don’t have a clue about what to pitch to Terry. He drops his head. Stares forward at my coffee table. The silence is not uncomfortable. Like with any two humans bonded by the same doomed fate, our souls are so aligned with the chilled anticipation of the future that we have no desire to talk directly to the known outcome, no need to fill the air with pretense in the form of commiserations.
“I think this is as good a time as any for Dominick’s,” I say.
“Good call.”
    
Dominick’s stands out in the local downtown bar scene. It’s a few blocks from the main strip, nearly embedded within the first neighborhood off the beaten path. From the outside, it looks more like a small barn. Instead of horses, there are burnouts. They play a shitty jukebox while the only bartender hands them bottles of beer or cocktails. His menu is as limited as his patience. He’s not interested in hearing about your day. However, he is lenient on modern laws about smoking indoors, and because of this, the inside of Dominick’s is covered in a thin sheet of cigarette smoke during open hours.
Cal gets the bartender’s attention. I grab a table in the corner. Throw my trench coat over the back of the chair and take a seat. The tabletop glows with a red hue born from a nearby neon Budweiser sign.
Cal hands me a bottle of low-calorie beer, cap already twisted off, and a paper coaster. He tells me stories from his weekend. Mundane tales about the Saturday morning surf and a new restaurant one town over. I slowly tear at the coaster. Take the little bits of paper and rearrange them into a circle, then dress the outside of it with smaller triangles until it all resembles the sun.
“That seems to counter your night owl brand,” Cal says.
We finish a couple more rounds, integrating fits of laughter about nothing in particular. Eventually, Cal enters nostalgia mode and starts talking about the early days at the paper. His first big news story about the local blues festival that lasts a full week and brings in thousands of tourists.
“I saved so many copies,” he says.
He then brings up another old story that he claims I wrote. Says it was the first story that Terry allowed an excess of eight hundred words. Full center spread with photos of the arrest. An exposé about meth production and addiction in Big Sur.
“Did you hear that Big Spotty got out on parole?”
“Is that supposed to be a person?”
Cal laughs but stops once he realizes I’m not joking.
“Big Spotty? The biggest meth cook around. Your story got him locked up. You seriously don’t remember?”
I shake my head.
“For real? We celebrated for days when that story hit.”
Cal keeps talking and I try to slap a poker face on while my mind races around the memory track. I don’t remember Big Spotty. I don’t remember meth in Big Sur. I don’t remember any of what he’s saying.
And then it hits me.
I can’t even remember when or where I met Cal.
Is this time to celebrate or hang myself with a noose knotted in pity?
I ask myself the most obvious question. If I can’t remember meeting Cal—can’t remember my first big story as a reporter—what else can’t I remember? My life turns into a Jeopardy! board. Three categories at the top: Childhood Friends, Dash’s Favorite Things, and Family.
Let’s take Dash’s Favorite Things for $200.
This color is listed as Dash’s favorite.
My mind is totally blank. I think I like green. Is it green? What is green?
Ding ding!
Let’s try Childhood Friends for $400.
His last name begins with the letter N and rhymes with Sash.
Who is Travis Nash? Easy.
Ding!
Let’s move to Family for $800.
Dash’s brother and mother look like this.
Shame flattens me. I think about my brother and the intense video game wars that always ended in even more intense wrestling matches, which were just preludes for fistfights. Body shots only. Faces were off-limits. But right now, I can’t remember his face. His head is just a blank oval resting atop his neck. No hair. No eyes. Nothing.
My mom sat in the bleachers for every one of my Little League games, holding a spiral notebook, recording every play as the official scorekeeper. I can hear her too-loud laugh, drawing attention from everyone in the vicinity—park, theater, restaurant—it didn’t matter. But her head and all its details are out of my mind’s reach. Her face is gone. The memory has fully corroded.
“I’ll be right back,” I tell Cal. The wobbly chair screeches against the floor as I stand and head to the back of the bar, where a tight corridor darkens with each step. I enter the men’s room, and I lean over the toilet, the seat faded yellow from years and years’ worth of sweaty butt cheeks and bodily functions carrying out private disgust. I add to it. Vomit out my beer and bile and Gatorade and wish I could throw up this fear of what I’m doing to myself along with all of it. But I can’t. All I can do is allow my intestines to twist with each heave. Eventually, my body relents, and only a long string of drool hangs off my bottom lip.
“You okay in there?” The voice is too gruff to be Cal.
“I’ll be okay.” I finish spitting out the last remnants of saliva into the bowl. Flush it and head out of the stall. There, holding his hands underneath the air dryer, is Rick—the ambulance-chasing lawyer from Rocket’s group. Of course, I run into him now. Monterey is too fucking small sometimes.
Rick’s eyes get big at first, then a huge smile, the same smile that is plastered on bus stop benches, billboards, and TV ads. 877-Rick-Sues. He’s downgraded his normal silver suit for black jeans, a black sports coat, and a black T-shirt. This is his Sunday best for the cathedral of Dominick’s.
“I know you,” he says like he’s flirting with me. “You were the star of the night on Friday.”
“I can’t really talk right now.”
“No big deal. I don’t think we’re supposed to discuss that stuff openly anyway.”
I turn the faucet on and splash my face with water. Wipe my mouth off with the back of my hand. Rick starts to walk off. “Rick?”
He stops mid-stride. He looks paler in person than he does in his advertisements, where his white skin is more tanning-bed bronze.
“How does someone like you wind up at a place like the warehouse?”
He lets out a chuckle. “Everyone’s got a pile of shit stacked somewhere in their past. People like us are willing to trade just about everything to get rid of it. A fresh start, a fresh setting. I don’t need to be on TV anymore. I don’t even need to be a lawyer. Wipe my brain clean and drop me off in Omaha for all I care—you know what I mean?”
I get back to Cal and let him talk away the next couple of hours. He keeps drinking. I do not. His conversation skills become messy. I find the right moments to drop in a “for sure, man” or “yeah, definitely.” Just enough engagement so I’m not an asshole but just enough disengagement for me to occupy my mind with something else. To focus it back on what really matters. 877-Rick-Sues.
We leave the bar, and the courage of the moon cascades pale illumination across the still streets and treetops. There’s a homeless teenager on the corner asking patrons of Dominick’s for a little help. They stumble past him without looking him in the eye. I reach into my pocket and hand him a ten.
“Look at you,” Cal says. “Monterey’s great philanthropist.”
I tell Cal that I’ll drive him home and take his car to work tomorrow.
“Do whatever,” he slurs. His smile dissipates. The concern reappears. “Tomorrow is judgment day.”
He’s right.
T-minus eight hours.
By the time I pull up to his house—a skinny duplex that charges a grand more than it should—Cal can barely keep his eyes open. He reaches for the door handle, missing it twice before opening it, allowing his body to slump toward the curb.
“Thank you, Dash,” he says. “You’re a good man.”
Probably not.
I help him to his front door and get him inside before returning to the car. My foot presses down on the gas, and Cal’s Honda wails through the night. It’s one of those occasions where I don’t want to be home, and I don’t want to let go of the night, but I don’t know where to go. I hit the freeway and take in the view of the bay—neon-green lights from fishing boats piercing into the sea, attracting squid for calamari season. I roll the window down and take a random exit and find myself in Pacific Grove, weaving in and out of neighborhoods. I feel a subconscious pull to a certain street, and I don’t resist. Before I know it, I’m in front of Fuji’s salon. Staring at the faded lettering above the door. Wondering what that crazy lady thought after Enzo and I left. If she added to her rooms full of junk. If she ever called the police. But my thoughts never linger on the here and now long enough. I start thinking about my mom and brother again. Trying to remember—anything really—about the way they looked. But nothing comes back. I put the car in park. Lean back in the seat and close my eyes.
Fuck it.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
Let go of everything. Everyone. Just try.
Light rain starts speckling Cal’s windshield. I put my hands on the steering wheel, ready to call it a night and head back home when something grabs my attention. I hear it. All consuming. Throttling the tiny bones within my ears.
The hum has returned.
Headlights behind me spark bright like two ultraviolet owl eyes piercing through the night, looking for prey. And I am the mouse. My interior is fully aglow, and the car behind me starts its engine. I try in vain to look past the high beams and into the driver’s seat. It’s just the outline of someone.
But somehow, I already know.
The car behind me lurches forward with the unmistakable screech of rubber fighting asphalt. I grab hold of the shifter, slam it into drive, and silently pray that Cal’s old Honda has one last redlining effort left in it. My foot pushes down on the accelerator just as the car behind me gives chase.
It’s him. It’s the man from the dealership.
My nerves explode, palm sweat causes my hand to slip off the wheel, and the car fishtails. I’m hurling down a residential street at sixty miles per hour and only picking up steam. Tires cry out against the pavement as I turn a corner.
And then it happens at the worst possible time.
I glitch.
My world goes static, wavelengths distorted into a hush of electricity. Pulls and pushes like magnets butted up against each other. My world is malfunctioning.
I’m conscious again, only a few seconds having passed, and now we’re soaring through stop signs, through flashing red lights. I’m blitzing through intersections and crosswalks, and the car remains relentless in pursuit. I look at the speedometer and it’s nearing ninety miles per hour.
My eyes recoil as I glitch again.
My brain sparks, and electricity bolts out of my eyes. The snowy scramble on the TV screen, the pixels permanently searing a scar into a computer’s dead monitor.
I’m conscious again, and now we’re on the freeway. I have no memory of how this came to be, what the chase was like, or which on-ramp I took. He draws closer. I change lanes. He follows. I hit my brakes, hoping his car will scurry past me—it doesn’t. I floor it once more. Look at the speedometer as the little red gauge hits 110 miles per hour.
I feel the loss of control yet again. “Please, no!” I scream. But the glitch does not receive my message, and soon it has taken effect. My mind and body are sucked into a vacuous portal and my sense of this car chase—my sense of me in this moment—is totally removed.
A flash of white light and I’m conscious. He’s nudging the back of my car with his bumper. I swerve. He swerves with me. I look at the speedometer and it’s approaching 130 miles per hour. For a second, I ask myself—is this really happening? He rams into the car again, taking it off the ground—the car turns in midair, and a receipt from Pep Boys and a few quarters float in front of my eyes like this is zero gravity and I’m Buzz or Neil on the way to the moon. The car now tumbles on its side. My head scrapes the dome light as my feet point toward the sky. I no longer feel fear. I no longer feel the need for flight over fight. The only thing that I feel as this car whips end over end, now sliding down a grass embankment, is shame. Shame that I’m about to die as the man who slipped into a pool of regret. A pool too shallow to fully drown in, too sticky to crawl out of and live free again. Cal’s car—this crumpled metal box—turns over one last time. It teeters and rocks on its side, finally falling back onto the roof.
A crosswalk alarm goes off in the distance, beeping into the vacant night. I undo the seat belt and pull myself together. Or at least try to. The center of the steering wheel looks gutted, and its insides—the airbag—dangle limp. My equilibrium still askew, I somehow crawl out of the shattered driver’s-side window, elbows accumulating broken bits of glass. The man’s car runs idle on the shoulder of the freeway. He opens his door, gravel crunching beneath his boots. Each step gets louder. Nearer. This is it. This is how the story ends. No icon in the bottom right of the screen to count down to the next episode as the show’s credits play in black and white.
His headlights illuminate the outline of his body—just as it was at the dealership. On my street. I hold my watch, waiting for him to make his way to me. For him to end the night. End the existence that carried me to this point.
But he never gets that close.
Methodically, he backs away from the ditch, heading back to his car. The growl of the engine echoes into the night once more as he drives off. Cal mentioned that the Coast Killer liked to torment. Play games.
Is this really him?
Soon, I’ll be back in an ambulance, back in a hospital, and back in front of cops wanting to know what happened. And in T-minus six hours, to be exact, barring any extreme injuries I cannot yet feel, I’ll be staring at Terry while he awaits my big story reveal.
But as I rest my head against mud and grass, hearing Cal’s AM radio inexplicably talk to nobody but me, I finally have the answer. The story. I now know what it’s about. I write the first few sentences in my head. All the while, half expecting the man—the man from the dealership, the man with the gun, the Coast Killer—to return. He never does.
He’s gone.
And so is the hum.
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





SEVEN
Matt Damon and Ben Affleck, the same cops from last week, show up just as I’m leaving the hospital. They strut my way, walkie-talkies fastened to their Batman utility belts emitting garbled noise.
I’ve been in the emergency room for about two hours. Aside from minor scrapes and cuts from broken bits of windshield, the gauze wrapped around my right wrist represents the only injury. As I just learned from a quick Google search, an airbag uses a chemical explosion to burst out of the steering wheel. And if you’re gripping the wheel when the bag deploys, the vaporizing chemicals will rise and burn the shit out of your arm. A nurse clipped some dead skin off my wrist before wrapping it up. After giving instructions for keeping the skin clean, he told me I could head out.
“Looks like we caught you at the right time,” Officer Affleck says.
He tells me they need to ask me some questions about the crash and finish a report. The sun is now up, and soon, the workday will begin.
“I’m on my way to the junkyard in Seaside. Can we do it there?”
They agree and wait for me to flag one of the parked taxis outside of the ER. I tell the driver where to go. The cops follow behind us.
A barbwire fence encloses the junkyard’s perimeter. I buzz the manager from the main gate, and after a couple of minutes, he hobbles over and undoes the lock. I hear the cops drive up over the loose gravel. I tell the manager they’re with me, and we all walk to the main office, which is actually an office on wheels. A small, one-room mobile unit that could be hitched to the back of a truck and delivered anywhere else. As we walk, the manager—a middle-aged Arab man with curly white chest hair crawling out of his collar—surveys my complexion and hair. My bushy eyebrows. I can feel what’s coming.
“You look Arab, no?”
Every immigrant Middle Easterner feels the need to call out one another. In my experience, the conversation tends to go the same way, with a bit of variation here or there.
“Not Arab. Middle Eastern,” I tell him.
“Same. Same,” he grunts.
“Not same.”
“What’s your name?”
“Dash.”
“Dash is not Arabic.”
“Well, I’m not an Arab. I’m Middle Eastern.”
“Same. Where from?”
“I was born here.”
“Psh. Where family from?”
“Pakistan.”
His eyes get big. “You know Arabic?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“They speak Urdu there.”
“You know Urdu?”
“No.”
Fortunately, that’s where it always ends. Not knowing the language is a dead giveaway that your Middle Eastern parents failed and you are, in fact, an infidel.
The manager’s office is cramped. An Alhambra water jug rests on the floor next to the desk. On the opposite side of the room, a statue of a Bengal tiger stares right back at us, fangs drawn. A million trinkets adorn the shelves.
“Big crash, my friend,” the manager says.
“Very big.”
“Cannot say for sure, but that car is probably totaled.”
I let him handle the paperwork and then turned my attention to Good Will Hunting. They stand by the door, notepads already out. Affleck goes first and asks me three questions: How did the crash occur? Had I been drinking? Why was I out so late? I give him three answers—all lies.
Lie number one: “Just lost control. Must have been too tired.”
Lie number two: “I haven’t had a drink in weeks. I could use one, though.”
Lie number three: “Couldn’t sleep.”
That last one was less of a lie.
They write my responses down. Damon prompts me to go back over my night—what I was doing, why I had Cal’s car, and why I chose the freeway instead of the backstreets. I think about what I’m doing and ask myself if I should tell them about the Coast Killer. If I do, that will require me to go down to the station, formalize a statement, and burn five or more hours out of my day. It’s close to 9:00 a.m., and in a short while, Cal and I will be without a job if I don’t carry out my plan.
“As I said, I drove my buddy home after he had too much to drink and felt like going for a drive. I was probably too tired for my own good. I’m just happy to be standing in one piece.”
“Two bad nights in about a week. Have you considered staying home?” Officer Affleck has a sarcastic side.
“That’s not a bad idea.”
Before they leave, I ask for their names again.
“Officer Mueller,” the tall one says.
“Officer Reinhold,” the short blond says.
I’m sticking with Affleck and Damon.
    
This week, the editorial meeting is in the Connie Chung Room. In the corner, a potted plant—devil’s ivy wrapped around a wooden stake—has grown out of control, probably because the paper laid off several custodians, and the administrative assistants refuse to trim the plant since it is not in their job description. It now tilts toward the board table, hanging over the only seat still not occupied. The writers are here, but we all remain quiet.
Cal, who had to walk to work, sits on the other end of the table. He must have felt frisky this morning because he elected for his purple sports coat. But right now, he’s got a lot on his mind. His fate is in my hands, and he’s already pissed at me because a few minutes ago, I had to explain why he had a voicemail from the police department regarding his car.
“The fuck do you mean it’s in the junkyard?” he hissed. I had never heard him use the f-word.
I informed him that his car was totaled and tried to explain what happened. He grabbed at the sides of his head, coping with how something so wrong could have happened so quickly.
“Take my car for now,” I tell him, handing him my keys. “We’ll figure it all out later.”
“We’ll figure it out later?” he says, desperation punctuating each syllable. “No car. No job. My life is over.” He walked back to his desk before I could tell him how we’d survive the meeting. Now he’s sitting in a spot where I can’t even feed him a look that tells him, Hey, I got this. Don’t worry.
Terry walks through the door with his jaw chomping on gum. Of course, he’s the type of person that exaggerates each bite. He’s a bad boy, that Terry. Wearing a motorcycle jacket that Brando could have used in The Wild One—black, chunky, bright zipper. Cynthia stands up as if a four-star general graced us with his presence. Terry even gives her a nod and she sits back down. He stops at the lone empty chair, the ivy butting up against his chest, and before he can open his mouth, Bret, the intern that probably daydreams about being “the next Terry,” gets out of his seat.
“Please,” Bret says, motioning to his chair.
Terry doesn’t acknowledge the gesture. No “thank you” or “that’s very kind of you.” He just struts past Bret as they exchange places and drops his notebook on the table before getting seated. The room is so quiet that the loudest noise is my tongue clicking saliva. But I keep my eyes locked on Terry. I am not starting this meeting by handing over my fear to him. That much I can control.
“Well, everyone,” Terry starts, “we are gathered here today for a pair of public executions, are we not?”
Cynthia lets out a fake guffaw, making sure she has a prime seat aboard the brownnosing express.
“No point in wasting any time,” Terry says. “Dash, I granted a temporary stay for your and Cal’s termination. But today is the day. So, do you have anything you’d like to share?” He leans forward and places both hands on the table, wriggling his fingers together.
I clear my throat. Steady my nerves for the dishonesty and half-truths that are about to follow. “I’m sitting on something pretty damn big,” I say.
Terry bobs his head up and down, feigning as though he’s impressed. “And what might that be?”
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
The lies we live become our truths in the end.
“How about the Coast Killer?” I tease.
The room coagulates with confusion and shock. I’m soon delivered reactions with eyes of fright. Others with skeptical squints. All because I just uttered the boogeyman’s name.
Cal leans into my periphery for the first time. He knows and doesn’t know all at once. But this keeps us both employed, so he keeps his questions to himself.
“What about the Coast Killer?” Terry asks.
“This is something that has the potential to be a series of stories,” I say. “I think this started because I was going back over the case. Making a few phone calls. Nothing major. More curiosity than anything. I wanted to know if the Coast Killer was gone for good. But the last week has been proof.”
“Proof of what?”
“That the killer is back.” The fear gripping the room tightens. Maybe what I’m saying is true. But maybe it’s an unverified lie. I sell it further. “The reason I was so late last week—the reason Cal had to pick me up at the hospital—is because the killer went after me. Gun and everything. And last night, he came for me again. Cal’s poor car is totaled because the maniac ran me off the road. Happened on the highway near the Oceanside exit.” I hold up my arm and pull down the sleeve. “I’m incredibly lucky to be still alive. Only have this airbag burn.”
Terry starts playing with his pirate mustache and chin scruff. His middle-aged goatee is made of freshly dyed whiskers. He’s either evaluating my veracity or making sure the Just For Men gel has fully set in.
“What will be the focus of the story?” he asks.
“Firsthand account from a reporter investigating a serial killer before the killer turns the tables and hunts the reporter.”
“And that’s what really happened?”
This is where the lie must harden.
“Yes,” I say.
“How can you be so sure it’s him?” Terry asks.
“You tell me—I start working the case again, and suddenly, out of nowhere, I get attacked twice? In the areas he was known to hunt, no less. It’s not hard and fast evidence, but it’s hardly a hunch.”
Terry asks me why the Coast Killer didn’t kill me. I try to explain that I’m not sure. That there must be something in his serial pathology that is keeping me around. He asks a few more questions. Do the police know? Can we confirm the assertion that the killer is back from other sources? How soon before a draft is ready? I give him the answers:
“No.”
“Hopefully.”
“Soon.”
He sits back. Crooks his head to the side, his ear almost touching his shoulder. I know he doesn’t have faith in me—he doesn’t have faith in anyone—but this meat is too juicy for him to pass up. “You know what you’re doing with this one?” he asks.
“Of course.”
He turns to Cynthia. Her neck stiff and long like a giraffe. Her hair pulled tighter than Cal’s sphincter. “What do you think?”
“I think there’s much to be seen,” she says through clenched teeth. “But few things attract larger pickup from broadcast than solving the unsolvable. This could be worth a lot to the paper.”
“Solving the unsolvable,” Terry parrots. He turns back to me, eyes steely and cold. “Is this a case you think you’re going to solve?”
Shit.
The snowball has officially become an avalanche.
“Maybe not in one story. But like I said, this might be a series. I must be close to something if he’s coming after me.”
Terry lets out something between a grunt and a chuckle. Takes a look around the table. Everyone’s eyes still ballooned. “I figured one of you would have the kind of story I wanted.” He points at me. “Didn’t think it would be you. But it could be huge. Don’t fuck it up.” He turns to Cal. “You live for now. You both do.”
The coiling stress in my chest starts to unwind for the first time in a week. My lower back muscles loosen. The countdown clock is dead.
“One last thing on this,” Terry says. “I want a draft of the story in the next couple of days.”
The new countdown clock replaces the old one.
“Can do.”
Cynthia’s eyes narrow, like she’s measuring how much of a threat I just became to her. Her analysis ceases the second Terry opens his mouth and continues with the meeting, walking through story plans and pushing back on every idea pitched. He leaves me alone, though.
Cal waits twenty minutes after the meeting before stopping by my desk. His bloodshot eyes tremble.
“Please explain,” Cal whispers.
“What do you want from me? We each still have jobs, don’t we?”
“You need to tell me right now if what you just pitched is what you really believe.”
“You’re the one who told me about the connection.”
“But I also know you haven’t been working a story of any kind.”
I bite the inside of my bottom lip. It’s my go-to trick to maintain a poker face when being pressured. Focus on the pain and stop listening.
“I have no idea if what you said about last night and my car is real,” Cal says. “But please, be careful about this. At this point, I’m out of danger. But you just put yourself in it.”
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“You have to deliver a story. We don’t know if the person you ran into was the real killer or not. But if you truly go investigating this killer, that killer might just start investigating you.”
Bret, the intern, walks by holding a protein shaker. He starts jerking it off until his liquid meal is ready. He flips open the plastic top, and the shake squirts into his mouth. He wipes his lips clean and tries to make small talk with us, but we just give a grunt or two in response. Soon, a few others are getting too close for comfort, and Cal and I form a silent understanding that we’d pick the conversation back up later. I open a new Word document and start searching online for everything I can find on the Coast Killer. So much of it is hearsay. A victim’s mother swearing it was an ex-boyfriend who wasn’t even in the country at the time of the disappearance. Clips on YouTube from Dateline sensationalizing every tiny detail. Message board detectives pretending like they have a person of interest just for internet glory. I collect the most relevant bits. Start organizing them in my notes. No matter how many different web searches I make, two consistent details come up over and over. The first is that police refuse to close the case but are no longer devoting any resources to it. The second is the name Laura Poole. Cal previously told me about her. She is the only victim to survive the Coast Killer. She lives an extremely private life now but seems to be utterly wrecked by the experience.
I stay at my desk so long that the sun has set, and most people have gone home. It’s been a while since I managed to stay at the office this long. Not probably since my first couple of years at the paper, when I had a vision for myself as the next Walter Lippmann. I wanted to become the kind of journalist that uncovered the hard truths the world needed to hear. The intrepid reporter venturing into war zones or interviewing dangerous world leaders. Now the closest I can get to Walter Lippmann is on the second floor of the building. The Lippmann Relaxation Room—designed for anyone to take a short nap or wait out a migraine. I may not remember the Big Spotty story Cal alluded to last night, but I still remember journalism school. I still remember Professor Abramowitz and his ethics class. We had to read the case study on Stephen Glass, a reporter for The New Republic in the 1990s. How Glass fabricated a story about a hacker convention and his deceit was uncovered by Forbes. Glass was ruined. Became the poster child for everything you’re not supposed to become in this business. I remember reading that case study and shaking my head. How could anyone be that desperate? But desperation is a common thread for me these days. And here I am now, a couple thousand words or so from a feature story that commits the cardinal sin of journalism. This will be the death of any decent thing I could have done with my profession.
“God is a bomb,” I mumble.
I start writing the story.
Here comes the lie.
    
It’s after ten at night when I send the draft to Terry and finally leave the building. The air tells me rain is in the cards. Gentle breeze with a hint of warmth. The first light patter of rain tickles my closed fists. I slide my hands into my pockets and keep moving, cutting through side streets and back alleys. All that stands between me and my front door are a few blocks that tilt uphill. My lungs burn a little. I’m out of shape. That’s what the drugs do. They rob you of stamina. Moderate walks at night feel like the Alps on a bicycle.
I pass a house on the corner of a cul-de-sac when an animal’s cry pierces through the silent night. I stop and wait for another cry to verify what I just heard.
A painful yelp yet again.
I locate the house from where I hear the animal. A wooden fence separates the sidewalk from the backyard. I place my head up against the dry wood, hoping nothing splinters into my eardrum. The same woeful cries repeat from the other side of the fence. Short whimpers spliced with prolonged high-pitched whining.
It’s a dog in audible, lasting pain.
I pull myself over the fence and locate the dog. It’s skin. It’s bones. It lays on its side, chained. The moon gives me a view into its painful torture and gnarled existence. The dog’s legs are bound. Its hind legs stretch out long enough for me to see it’s a male. Lacerated streaks mark his sides like sharp objects have raked at him over and over. He realizes another creature has found him, and he lifts his head in my direction. Zip ties seal his snout shut.
The disorienting sensations of rage enter my cranium, impeding my ability to consider anything other than finding who did this. The upstairs bedroom window glows blue and green from the TV. I case the back of the house, searching for a way inside. The dog continues to whine as I leave him behind. I find an unlocked door to the attached garage. I make my way into the house. I can now hear the TV. The Tonight Show or one of its competitors. Cheesy jokes and formulaically timed audience laughter. My shoes drag rain and streaks of the yard across the kitchen floor. Chinese take-out boxes clutter the dinner table. The number of boxes tells me that only one person lives here. Two at most. On the kitchen counter, near the sink, is a butcher knife. The streetlight out front reaches through the window. The blade shimmers in a golden glow. It calls out to me.
I grab it.
The TV’s noise becomes louder and clearer as I find the staircase leading up to the bedroom. I hold the blade down at my side as I start climbing the stairs.
One step at a time.
Higher, I go up the staircase.
Knife in hand.
The audience laughing again.
A billowing crunch of electricity formulates at the front of my head.
A glitch.
Shit.
I retreat down the staircase back into the kitchen. I wait for it to take full effect. Wait for the blackout. My retreat continues. I set the knife back down on the counter. Head toward a sliding glass door that takes me back out to the yard.
The glitch never arrives.
The electrical current within my cranium dissipates, and the pressure dissolves. At the first moment of clarity, I ask myself—what was I about to do?
God has demanded the skies to unleash their full power. Raindrops grow to the size of bullets, forcing me to pull my hoodie over my head as I make my way toward the dog. Before I have time to debate it, I’m undoing the dog’s restraints, starting with the zip ties. Blood oozes from his snout as I slide each one across the ridge of his nose. He snarls at first. He’s a golden retriever, and I know snarling is where the aggression ends for this breed. I hold the back of my hand out to his nose. Let him sniff it. He doesn’t have enough energy to resist, so I proceed. Set his legs free. He moves them slowly, like the muscles might snap from inactivity. Based on his condition and the light in his eyes, this might be his last night. I decide this might be the first night of his new life.
This might be a new friend.
I rest my hand on his side. His rib cage rises and holds there for a second before slowly contracting inward. He has an abiding distrust of man. But I keep my hand on his side, letting it rest gently on top of his soaking fur. I once read that you can transmit energy into a dog by how you touch it. I try to communicate that I’m sorry this has happened to him. That I can help.
His ears relax and fall limp. He lets out a sigh the size of a dinosaur. With it, he exhales years of isolation and grief. Years of living on the edge of death and wishing death would finally come. He sighs, and I know this dog has only survived by holding his mind in a grief-bound room while his body existed outside of it. I know this because that’s what everyone does when faced with extreme sadness and loss. Our minds remain trapped in moments of trauma. Our bodies proceed through life stuck on autopilot. At some point, whether healing has occurred within the mind or not, the two spheres of ourselves merge together again.
I hold a nearby water bowl to his mouth, and he takes two methodical slurps. He looks up at me. Blinks slowly. I blink back even slower than he does. This is how the first wolf–man friendship must have begun. A conversation with the eyes. A negotiation of trust. I slide my arms underneath him and hoist him up. I kick open the gate and walk out. He buries his forehead under my jaw and nudges upward.
“We’re almost home, buddy. Nobody is going to do this to you again. I promise.”
We arrive at my apartment and I set him down onto the living room rug. His eyes have softened, distrust having left his pupils. He only has enough chips left for one more bet in this life.
And I’m it.
I take a moist towel and start cleaning his wounds. No signs of infection, thankfully. The zip ties have left his snout and lips with embossed lines. Judging by his caved-in stomach and the way his bones protrude sharply, he needs food. I hold deli turkey in front of his nose. He takes a few quick sniffs before opening his mouth and receiving it. I dangle more slices in front of him until it’s all gone. His orange tail moves left to right in two quick wags before stopping. This is all he has in him for now. He falls back down on his side, and I lay down next to him, spooning his weak body.
“Everything is going to be okay,” I whisper into his ear. “You’re getting a second life.”
He closes his eyes. I do too. His breathing starts to deepen. Soon he’s snoring and allowing for the healing capabilities of deep sleep to take effect. As I rest my arm across his body, lightly scratching his chest, I fixate on one thing.
The story.
All the words I wrote back at the office. Dozens of theories. Tons of details surrounding two confrontations with a person who may or may not be the killer.
And little of what I wrote is real.
I have trouble with the truth.
The dog continues to sleep deeply.
I wait for a shower of regret and guilt to wash over me.
But on this night, it never comes.
I start to fall asleep.
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EIGHT
The garage of my childhood home is drenched in sepia and held in my memory’s back pocket like a folded Polaroid. The garage is always cold, the air permanently a nighttime frost. It never sees action during the daytime. This is a nocturnal space. This is the battleground between man and machine—wrenches and rust against my father and me.
Tonight, you can see my adolescent legs poking out from underneath a car, lying directly next to my father’s longer lower half. I’m hanging through the late-night hours, well into the a.m. on another school night, staring up at the vehicle’s undercarriage. At metal squares and rubber tubes and rusted bolts and alien designs. I’m rubbing grainy dust particles out of my eyes and smearing black grease all over my pants.
“Never buy a Chrysler,” my dad says in a mumble—his lips holding tight to a cigarette kept on the left side of his mouth. His Pakistani accent simultaneously scares and humors me whenever he gets frustrated. His face strains as he tries to undo a bolt. His hands disappear into a darkened crevice, trying to find the right angle within a pocket-sized gap to fit a wrench. “Should never have bought this piece of shit.”
The only cars my parents could afford were pieces of shit. It was always junkyard bait like a Buick LeSabre or a Jeep Wagoneer or anything that would break down one or two months after buying it from some shady classified ad. Some would overheat, while others would blow gaskets.
Cigarette smoke extends from my father’s mouth, folds end over end. A smaller cloud of carbon dioxide escapes mine from the cold. My back, protected by a thick nylon vest, runs chilly from the concrete—little goosebumps running toward my butt crack.
My dad’s cheeks puff out as he gives the nut and bolt one more significant effort. I hear a hollow clunk. A burst of air shoots out of him and his wrench falls from his grasp. He turns his head, shutting his eyes as the tool nearly crashes back against his skull, instead clanging against the garage floor. His cigarette, a loose convict escaped from the prison of his lips, now rolls away. He pulls his hand in close, holding his bloody knuckle to his chest. His failure is my failure. But his failure hurts me more than him because I’m forced to watch as it happens.
“Shit,” he says through clenched teeth. He snatches the cigarette off the ground and blows on the butt before putting it back to his lips. I watch as his chest rises and falls—impossible to tell if he’s out of breath or burning an epic rage inferno that is about to burst out at any second. I brace myself. His nostrils flare as he resets. “Maybe you can reach?”
I’m helpful now. I nod and scooch over, my father crawling on his back to make room. I see the small opening and watch my hand disappear into the shadow. I feel for the part. My fingers come upon a metal nub. A ribbed nut. I ask my dad which way to turn. He tells me to go to the left. It doesn’t move, and my fingers are heating up, sending an intense signal to my brain and telling it that the appendage is at least a decade away from being able to manage this job. My father gives an inquiring look back, trying to figure out if I’m going to do this or not. All five fingers are on this goddamn nut and all five fingers are undoubtedly fire-engine red and all five fingers are soon to be pale white.
Revolution.
The nut twists. I feel it come loose and pull my hand back. I open it in full view of my father’s eyes. In full view of the judge and jury. On some other nights, the executioner too. But tonight, there in my palm, lays the verdict.
He smiles.
Uncontrollably, so do I.
“A good team,” he says.
He holds his smile and talks and I feel his warmth in a way that makes me grow up thirty years all at once because now I know what it means to be a man and now I know everything I want to embody.
“Do you remember what this one is called?” He taps his greasy fingers on the steel car part shaped like a contorted Tetris block. I shake my head. “How about this one?” His fingernail hammers against another part, something hollower. I shake my head again. “I taught you all of this already,” he says in a tone that’s half disappointed and half teasing. “Why don’t you remember? Were you listening?”
“I forgot.”
“One day you might have to fix your car. Your mom and I would still be poor if I didn’t learn how to do this myself.” He puffs on his cigarette while staring at me in a gentle, contemplative way like he sees my future and is about to tell me. “I’ll teach you something else. Something that will serve you well for the rest of your life as long as you truly understand it. Nobody will ever be able to take it away from you. It will become your superpower.”
“A superpower?”
“Yes.”
Eagerly, I ask, “What is it?”
He takes one more drag on his cancer stick.
“I will teach you how to never forget.”
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NINE
Dr. Pill’s office is a hole-in-the-wall facility about the size of a quality burrito joint. No windows. There is one couch in the center of the room, and a couple of stiff dinner chairs pushed up against the wall. Nobody else waits here but me. It’s usually like that. Dr. Pill and his administrative assistant space appointments apart so there is minimal interaction between patients.
I’m holding a clipboard with forms attached to it. I fill out their paperwork even though I know, and they know that I know, that nobody reads this stuff. Experiencing any severe symptoms lately? Chest pains? Blurry vision?
No.
No.
No.
I check to see if “sudden, inexplicable glitches” is a newly listed symptom.
It’s not.
I slide the paperwork through the bottom windowpane slot. The assistant forces the corners of her mouth to curl up just enough to qualify as a smile. If her hair were blue, she’d look like a real-life Marge Simpson. Beehive hairdo, no upper lip, and a red necklace made of wooden balls connected by cheap string.
I try to pass the time by flipping through the magazines from last year. And the year before that. But my mind is elsewhere.
My dog.
I worked from home for the last two days. It was just the retriever and me. I took a wet rag, mixed it with a pet first aid solution I bought at a supply store, and ran it along the lacerations on his side. The foam bubbled up on his rib cage, mixing with his deep orange fur. Either by weakness or fear, he remained tense but completely still. His eyes held their gaze on me for the first day, making sure he knew where I was in proximity to him. For another night, I lay with him in the living room, listening to the putter of his snores. I kept my hand resting atop his front shoulder, keeping him calm. This is home, buddy. This is home.
By the second day, his survival programming started to diminish, the patented golden retriever love of man rebooting. When I cleaned the wounds on his snout, our eyes locked. His ears relaxed and fell floppy on the side of his head. With each piece of turkey and cheese, he became stronger. He found more and more energy to put into his rudder, that red-and-blond tail oscillating like windshield wipers each time I talked to him.
“You’re a good boy,” as he limped down the stairs to a patch of grass.
“Such a good boy,” as I picked him up and held him on the couch.
“Who’s a good boy?” as I watched his pupils dilate from the joy a spoonful of peanut butter delivers to a dog.
More and more, his tail danced left and right.
Before I left for Dr. Pill’s office, I stood in the doorway looking back at him. The image now painfully seared in my memory bank and not soon to be removed by a single pill or fifty. I watched his enthusiasm evaporate as I closed the door behind me, his terrified whines finding their way into my eardrums until I got to my car.
But I’m going to find a way to limit how often we’re apart soon enough.
“He’s ready for you,” the assistant says, her mouth pressed into the hole in the glass. “Just through those doors and the first room on the right.”
I head through the door and my phone rumbles in my back pocket. It’s been doing this all day. First, it was Enzo, a text I never checked. Then he rang. I didn’t pick up.
Then it was Cal calling.
Cal again.
Cal texting.
Enzo calling again.
Someone at the newspaper.
Enzo texting again.
A slew of numbers I didn’t recognize. The trademark of telemarketers trying to hit daily quotas.
I ignore every call and every text notification. Every vibration sent from my phone and into my butt cheek. Because I care about little else right now but my dog and the task at hand.
The good doctor is in the office waiting for me. Dr. Pill smiles big and holds out his hand—knuckle hair flaring back as it lingers in midair. I shake it. Dr. Pill’s eyes look worn like he has his own cocktail of meds. His hair is wiry and juts out on the sides of his head. It’s a little after three in the afternoon, but his stubble is way past five-o’clock shadow. More like midnight shadow. I take a seat.
He grabs my chart from the cupboard fastened to the back of the door. As he pretends to read it, I become distracted by his name tag. Dr. Pill is not his real name. His real name advertises itself across a small, golden plate pinned to his white coat: Dr. Ronald Belger.
“How have you been feeling?” He asks the same set of questions every time I visit. Some of this is perfunctory, and some of this is code.
“Good. Great even.”
“Great. Good,” he says in a perfect monotone. He scribbles on my chart, more likely a doodle than a medical note. “Any side effects worth discussing?”
“Nope,” I lie.
Dr. Pill remains standing with a painful posture, his spine permanently calcified in an arch. He burps while flipping through my chart but doesn’t look my way. For all I know, it’s somebody else’s chart. Or the take-out menu at a nearby Chinese restaurant. But this is what he does. Minimal eye contact after the initial greeting. If I had traded in a doctor’s prestige to become a quick-buck pill mill, I wouldn’t want to look anyone in the eye, either.
“Can you tell me where you were born?”
And now, we begin the real medical exam—the coded set of questions. This is the first of three questions Dr. Pill always asks me. I’m assuming he asks these three questions of all his “patients.” As best I can tell, he does this to make sure I haven’t gone batshit crazy on the most basic level possible.
“Santa Clara, California.”
“Your mother’s maiden name?”
“Lancer.”
He nods in a way that signals he’s trying to get through this just as quickly as I am. “And the street you grew up on?”
“East Estates.”
He lets out a sigh of relief. He now knows I’m not out of my mind.
Yet.
“And what brings you in today?”
The honest answer would be that I need to suppress or destroy my ability to retain memories, doc. That I just have this nagging memory from my parents’ farm that involves volcanic guilt and lava regret, and I can see myself walking down that hall now, grabbing the gun, smelling the stench of adrenaline and fear through my own pores, and God I don’t want to think about it anymore so give me the drugs that might inadvertently damage my own brain, please.
But as much as I don’t want to give the honest answer, Dr. Pill doesn’t want to hear it either. His question really translates to, “Okay, now tell me what you want, and let’s move on with the day as soon as possible.” This is an invitation for me to put in my order.
I gladly accept.
I request refills on it all. The Adderall and Vyvanse, and higher dosages for both. The meds that fuck with the lipids in my brain and mess with memory retention—theophylline, atenolol, modafinil, atorvastatin, and a few more that I read from a list I wrote down after doing a new Google search this morning.
“I’ll have Barb call these into the pharmacy.”
Of course the assistant’s name is Barb. No self-respecting Diana or Catherine or Samantha would work for this guy. Not even a woman that goes by Barbara. Only someone that shortens it. Takes out the three letters preserving her dignity. Barb. Like the wire. The second in charge at the local addiction factory.
“Anything else I can do for you?”
“Yes,” I say with a smile. “I have a service dog, you know, for my various afflictions, but I can’t seem to locate his official paperwork.”
He instantly catches my drift. “I’ll see to it you receive the certification soon enough.”
“How about one of those harnesses?”
“Shouldn’t be a problem. I’m sure the dog is perfectly qualified.” He clears his throat. This is probably a new code, something that communicates, “Don’t try your luck with anything else.”
A couple of minutes later, Barb is checking me out of my appointment.
“I’ll be back with a temporary harness for your pup.” She heads into a storage closet.
My phone vibrates against my ass cheek yet again. I pull it out, and it’s Terry this time. I’ve pushed the limits of ignoring the world as far as I could.
“Hello?”
“Where are you?” Terry asks. No hello. Always abrupt salutations.
“Doctor’s office—I had an appointment, but it’s over.”
“They got any cell towers nearby? We’ve been trying to reach you for hours. The reaction to the story is bigger than we even anticipated.”
The story. Shit.
Over the last couple of days, Terry, me, and another editor bounced drafts back and forth. The story had enough potential for the Coast News to splurge on a couple of contracted fact-checkers to join the party. Just when I thought the story was in the can, an email from Terry would pop into my inbox, barking at me for additional info or gut-checking my facts. In between taking care of the dog, I would scramble to make his requested-but-really-mandatory edits. At several points, Terry nearly pulled the plug on the story. “You have too many damn anonymous sources within the police department. You can’t get one of them to go on record?” But obviously, I couldn’t because none of them were real. It became a game of chicken. On one end, there was me, acting like I was trying my hardest to get a cop to go on record and verify that my attacker sounded like the Coast Killer. On the other end is Terry, weighing the risk of an illegitimate story versus the financial gain it could make for the paper. I’m guessing Terry gave in and remembered that the Monterey Coast News isn’t the paragon of journalistic integrity he wishes it was. It is galaxies removed from The New York Times or The Washington Post, or any other reputable outlet with an army of fact-checkers. In reality, this is just a coastal town paper that employs fewer than sixty people and pays so little that many here have second jobs. At some point late last evening, my inbox finally went quiet. I totally forgot it went to print.
“Here you are,” Barb says, holding a dog’s harness with block lettering: SERVICE DOG.
Terry, meanwhile, feels out my nonresponse. “Why the fuck are you not saying anything?”
“I’m thrilled, Terry. I’m just speechless.”
“I can tell,” he says, his irritation bloating like a puff-fish. “I need you in the office—KSBT wants to do a live interview for the evening news.”
“Live interview?” I mumble.
“You’re going to do it. Be here by five at the latest—they need to do makeup and lighting.”
“Got it.” My mouth goes dry. Terry hangs up.
I scroll through my notifications. Even more than I thought—probably a dozen missed calls and even more texts.
Enzo’s texts lack variation:
Please call me. 
I need you to call me. 
Please call me back. Very important. 
Cal’s text is verbose but perfectly on-brand:
You son of a gun, you did it! I’m so, so happy for you. So happy. The story is getting picked up everywhere. What a fantastic achievement. I know we haven’t talked much since Monday, but it’s all good. Can’t be mad at you. Again, so happy for you. 
Cal’s other texts contain links to several publications that are either rerunning my story or repackaging it as their own. The headlines excite me.
“Coast Killer Believed to Be Back and Stalking Monterey.”
“New Prey: A Journalist on the Verge of Exposing Killer.”
“Coast Killer Strikes Again, Leaves Renegade Journalist Alive to Tell All.”
I have voicemails from a few other news outlets, including radio, print, and TV. I am in demand.
On the way to the Coast News, I make a quick detour back to my apartment. The dog whines with excitement when I open the door. I clip on the harness, and we head out.
    
We get to the Coast News, and I realize the dog is probably not ready for this. His head sinks lower to the ground, and the hair on his neck pricks up. There is a buzz coming from inside of the front doors.
“It’s okay, bud.” I kneel and kiss him on the side of his snout. Rub his chest. “I don’t like this place either.” He loosens up slightly and responds when I tug on his leash. As soon as we walk inside, a battalion of people—none of whom I recognize—blitz past us.
The crew from the TV station are easy to identify. They hold their headsets as they talk. Most everyone in the office is in or around the lobby. One of the larger plants has fallen on its side, dirt leaking onto the floor. I see Terry talking to a group of strangers that must also be from the TV station because Terry’s putting on a show. High energy, arms flapping around. Smiling wide.
Cal sees me from the other side of the room. Makes his way over.
“You couldn’t put on a dress shirt?” he asks.
Still wearing my hoodie. Better than my trench coat, I suppose.
“Ran out of time.”
“What’s with the dog?”
“I decided to adopt.”
“You can adopt service dogs now?”
“Talk to the humane society. Was as surprised as you.”
I have trouble with the truth.
“What’s its name?”
Shit. I haven’t given the dog a name yet.
“Glitch,” I say.
“Hi, Glitch!” Cal kneels and reaches out to pet the dog. Glitch curls between my legs, his ears pin back, and he starts to growl. “You sure that’s a service dog?”
I shrug. “One TV station wants an interview, and this is what this place turns into?”
“Pretty wild.” He looks around the room and motions for a woman with dyed silver hair to come over. “That’s Connie—she’s been asking everyone when you’d get here.”
Connie strides over and sticks her hand out. I shake it. “Been waiting for the man of the hour,” she says anxiously. “I need to do your makeup. Like now. We only have a few minutes before you go on.” She looks down at the dog and quickly disregards him. “Follow me.”
Connie takes us to one of the meeting rooms they’ve transformed into a makeup station—The Dick Schaap Room. An oil painting of Dick Schaap hangs on the wall opposite the round worktable. Next to the table is a director’s chair the TV station has brought in. I sit down in it. Connie opens her makeup bag and spreads it out on the table. She goes to work—dabbing my cheeks with powders and oils. I keep my hand dangled over the side so Glitch can stay attached. He leaves little snail streaks of dog snot on my palm every time he nuzzles against it. I hear a whine from him as Connie gets too close.
“It’s okay, buddy.”
My phone buzzes in my back pocket and I reach for it. It’s Enzo.
“Try and stay still,” Connie says.
“Sorry,” I say while ignoring her request. I answer Enzo’s call. “Hello?”
“Finally!” Enzo bursts. “I’ve been trying to reach you all day.”
“Didn’t do it intentionally. Just been super busy. What’s going on?”
“He needs to see you ASAP.”
“Who?”
“Not supposed to say his name over the phone.”
Rocket.
“What is this about?”
“I don’t know,” Enzo says. “I’ll come by your place later tonight. He wants me there for it.”
“Is this bad?”
“Again, I don’t know.”
“You don’t know or can’t say?”
I hear Enzo breathe into the phone. It’s the only noise either one of us emits for a couple of beats. “My advice would be to comply and meet him tonight.”
We agree to meet up later and end the call. I put my phone back in my pocket and stare straight ahead while Connie tries to remove any shine from my forehead. As I think about Rocket—I search the universe of possibilities for why he wants to see me. The unknown grows more threatening as my understanding of Rocket becomes even more opaque. Connie works harder as I sweat more and more.
Two additional members of the TV crew enter the room in mid-conversation, too rushed to introduce themselves. One attaches a mic to my hoodie while the other stands by and watches.
“You’d better let me have him while you do the interview,” the one watching says, looking at Glitch.
“It’s best if he stays with me.”
Her eyes widen as if she’s Veruca Salt and she did not get what she wanted. “Fine. We’ll shoot you from the waist up.”
Before I know it, they drag me to the second floor, an open space where the advertising team can chill out. Usually, there are a few plump leather chairs and a coffee table. But all of that has been cleared out for the broadcast setup. Now there’s the camera and lights and a blue X taped to the ground, marking where I’m supposed to stand during the interview. The same pissed-off TV staffer—I guess she’s the producer—tells me that the anchor, Kimberly Irons, will be interviewing me live from their studio. I won’t be able to see Kimberly, but I will be able to hear her. Terry wanted it this way—the Coast News in the background for the interview, and in so doing, the paper gets even more clout. “Put this in.” The producer hands me an earpiece.
I hear a familiar voice from over my shoulder.
“Wait,” Joan says, bouncing into view. She flattens the wrinkles bunched up on my shoulders. “There you go.”
“Thank you.”
She smiles, and I wish I had the guts to ask her out. Maybe in another lifetime.
The producer stands by the camera and cameraman. She starts to give me the countdown.
“In five. Four. Three.” She motions the two and the one.
We’re live. I’m on TV.
To talk about the story.
The one I largely made up and barely remember.
My heart races harder than any drug rush when I hear the anchor through my earpiece. My veins torch with heat as blood surges all around my body, carrying needed adrenaline with it.
Kimberly Irons’s voice is stereotypical for a TV anchor. Nasal inauthenticity, over-the-top perkiness. She gives a rundown of the story for the viewing audience and thanks me for joining.
“How long have you been tracking the Coast Killer?” she asks.
“A while. I really wanted to know if he was truly gone. That’s when I was randomly attacked.”
“Do you think he allowed you to survive on purpose?”
“Difficult to say, but he’ll wish I hadn’t survived. I’m not done digging.”
“Your story asserts the killer is back, but it really seems to hinge on your experiences with the person that attacked you. Why are there no law enforcement sources quoted?”
“That’s not necessarily true. There are quotes from the police department, but they asked to remain anonymous.”
“And why would the police sources confirm your belief that this is the Coast Killer but want to remain anonymous?”
“I try not to judge a source’s preference on that front.”
I continue my nonanswers until she gets to her final question.
“Are you at all worried, now that you’ve written this piece, that the killer will be more determined and come after you again?”
Cal was worried about this exact scenario playing out. Poke a killer with a story. The killer pokes back. But I probably have a look on my face that conveys I haven’t thought much about this question.
Because I haven’t. I had a story to write. A friend to save.
I respond.
“Maybe.”
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





TEN
Boys cackle and squeal from dugouts and parents murmur to one another in the overheating stands and rubber cleats dig into dirt colored burnt orange. Players on teams yet to take the field hang around the bleachers in uniform, their baseball bags draped over their shoulders. Other kids rollerblade along the park’s concrete walking paths veined with the kind of winding cracks certain to break a collarbone or two. The air is crisp and tinged with the tension born of competitive adolescent boys. Win on these Saturday afternoons, and the coming school week is ripe for mocking any sullen loser. Should you lose one of these games, the remaining hours of the weekend are best spent devising one-liner insults to carry with you like a pair of brass knuckles.
My jersey is red because I’m on the Cardinals, but everyone’s jersey is clinging with sweat, the cardinal turning crimson. And the Braves, wearing navy, are on the verge of victory.
Three outs to go, the bottom of the sixth, last inning. Braves lead by one. Zayn Kogan, a goofy left-handed pitcher that can never wear his hat straight stands on top of the mound. He strikes out the first two batters with ease. But he gets sloppy. Walks the next batter. Gives up a double. The tying and winning runs are now in scoring position. It’s my turn to face Zayn. I put on my batting helmet. Parents from our bleachers shower me with encouragement.
But these are voices not of family—of blood—but of acquaintances. They are not my audience. They are not the judge of how well I’m doing in this world. For my judge sits alone, resting on a lawn chair, just beyond the centerfield chain-link fence, ready to adjudicate what happens next. I try to read my father’s face, but he’s too far away.
The umpire and catcher stare me down as I approach the batter’s box. Zayn takes his place on the mound and looks for the sign. He begins his windup.
Everything goes silent.
The ball comes out of Zayn’s hand and looks as big as a Frisbee—too good to resist. I swing, but my slow hands are no match for the velocity.
Strike one. That was a two-seam fastball. Just like he threw me to start my first at bat in the second inning.
Zayn is back in his delivery. The rotation is different this time, the red seams spinning tightly and leaving a small circle at the center of the ball.
Strike two was a twelve-to-six curveball, the same second strike he used against me in the fourth inning.
My hands grip tight on the bat’s handle. I run through the known sequences.
First at bat: Fastball. Changeup. Curve. Fastball. Strike-ball-strike-strike.
Second at bat: Changeup. Fastball. Curve. Fastball. Curve. Ball-ball-strike-strike-strike.
These are my units of information.
Zayn’s eyes beam with confidence. He sees into the future and knows fate has already been decided.
I agree.
He raises his hand and glove above his head, folds his leg up into the air, and launches the pitch I already know is coming.
The ball is knee-high, coming at a slight angle. I unleash the bat—extending the barrel into the ball, sending a line drive above the shortstop’s outstretched leap and into the outfield grass. I jog to first base as my teammate trots home for the winning run.
Afterward, the parents await the champions of the day. My father stands off to the side of the crowd, a satisfied smirk waiting.
“You used the trick, didn’t you?” he laughs.
“Worked perfectly.”
“Loci or chunking?”
“Chunked every at bat. Memorized the pitches that were strikes and the ones that were balls. I knew how he set up strike two from strike three.”
He puts his hand atop my head, squishing the dome of my hat in the process. We turn toward the parking lot.
“Very good,” he says. “But now show me you can do it within a real game.”
    
There are black squares and squares colored white. Our armies cut across them in diagonal attacks, some in vertical retreats. Pawns systematically set up lines of defense or sacrifice themselves for the greater good. An invisible knight rides a horse up three squares and radically cuts left or right, mastermind’s choice. Truth and purity are found in these squares, on this board, from this game. Truth in what you are and what you can become. Purity in the result—never lost to interpretation, never succumbing to delusion.
My father moves his queen one square from my king. Before I can immediately strike back, his Pakistani accent mixes with a husky baritone to deliver the blunt death announcement.
“Checkmate,” he says.
I search for an error in his judgment. Verify his queen is protected. His bishop, lying in wait from the right corner, confirms the worst.
His arms cross and he sits back in the dining room chair against a pillow pressed into his lumbar. He investigates my memory. “How did I do it?”
It’s Monday night. More accurately, early Tuesday morning. The first school bell will go off in seven hours, and I will be at the mercy of fifth-grade math and young-adult novels. But right now, the most important curriculum to absorb is the chessboard in front of me. The pieces splayed like a murder victim on a cold table, awaiting autopsy.
“You started the same way you always do. Countering my Danish Gambit and heading off the side attack with pawns and rooks.” My hands fold into one another, fingers locking into place. My chin rests atop them while I continue analysis. “You then systematically captured my power pieces until you were heading for the Centurini Position.”
“You used chunking again, didn’t you?”
By the tone of his voice, I can tell I chose the wrong technique. We are now a month into my father’s mission of turning my brain into an ultimate recall machine. To this point, he has instructed me on the concepts and has allowed me to apply them in life how I saw fit. But this is the first time he’s asked me to do it in chess. There are two recall mechanisms he has taught me. Loci and chunking. Chunking feels more intuitive. More easily applied. Chunking allows us to hack our own brains and stuff them with complex units of information. To do this, though, you must break down whatever you need to memorize or absorb into much smaller parts. Need to know the first forty numerals of Pi? Chunk it out five numbers at a time. Say them back to yourself again and again. Move on to the next five, and so on. But it’s easier said than done when you’re not talking about boring mathematical concepts and instead seeking to adapt them for pattern recognition.
“Tomorrow, you better try loci,” my father says with a droplet of anger. “Chunking only works in chess if you want to remember what happened after the fact.” He gets up from the table and starts putting away the pieces and folds up the cheap board. He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his withered wallet. “Here,” he holds out three dollars. “Lunch money for tomorrow.” As I reach for the three bills, he pulls them back. “Tomorrow night, if you lose, no more lunch money. If you win, I will double it.”
    
Mr. Moreno presses chalk into the blackboard at school, curling numbers and addition signs while my classmates, all better rested than me, pay close attention. I fake a look of concentration while thinking about chess.
Chunking only works in chess if you want to remember what happened after the fact. I hear it in my head, over and over.
Mr. Moreno turns around. “Anyone know the answer?”
Maybe, if I was paying attention.
I sit off to the side at recess, watching oversized red rubber balls collide into hammer fists and listening to basketballs thudding against backboards.
Loci feels impossible. My dad explained it as ancient memory tech, used by the Romans or Greeks or some old group of people thousands of years ago. The loci method requires you to create a map in your head. A neighborhood. A park. Whatever you can imagine with vivid detail. You then start to walk through that special place in your mind, assigning key details of whatever you need to remember to objects or landmarks along the way. Want to remember a big speech for class? Make every paragraph of the speech a house on your street. Visualize that street and walk down it. As you see each house, you then trigger the next paragraph. But speeches are scripted. Games are maneuvered.
The old lady monitoring recess blows into her whistle.
Chunking only works in chess if you want to remember what happened after the fact.
I get up and run. Past kids walking in the halls. Around poles and garbage cans. Into the school library. I grab a sheet of paper and a number two pencil off the main counter and find the nearest table.
I start with what I know—chunking what happens when I play him. Every unit of information. Every move I can recall—his and mine. Then I create the space for loci. I picture the inside of the nearest shopping mall. An upstairs and downstairs of stores and food courts and movie theaters. Each one becomes a series of chess moves. An action and reaction for what might happen. Champs Sports is the Vancura Defense. Lane Bryant is the Philidor position. Some stores are traps. Hot Dog on a Stick. Some are safety measures. Sbarro. My hand starts to cramp. I’ve scribbled the future from every possible dimension.
I run through my cheat sheet over and over. As Mr. Moreno dismisses us from class. As I walk home. After dinner. In bed waiting for my mom to fall asleep, and before I sneak out of my room and find my dad, the emperor nocturnal, at the dinner table, cigarette between his lips, smoke uncoiling above his head in the shape of a crown.
“Ready?” he asks, eyebrow curling higher into his forehead.
The game begins, and I start marking off stores. Hot Topic first. Then Claire’s. Nothing he does takes me out of the mall. Every piece I move onto a black or white square is done so in perfect coordination with my flexible plan. He moves his rook behind my pawn defense. No worry. We’re in Spencer’s now. I counter with my queen, put him in check, his rook and king now in conflict with one another. He must move his king, and in so doing, I kill his rook, his most common weapon. He fidgets in his chair. Leans in toward the board. One hand holds the cigarette by his ear while the other reluctantly moves the king. This carries on until we’re at Waldenbooks, one of the possible endgame scenarios. He makes his move exactly as I expected, meaning there is only one thing left to do. My rook slides vertically, all the way up the board, landing next to his king, perfectly protected by my queen.
“Checkmate,” I whisper. “Checkmate,” I repeat louder.
He sits back, staring at the board. He tilts his head to the side before nodding back to me. “Yes. Checkmate.” He smiles, which means it’s okay for me to smile. It also means he’s happy, which means he’s proud.
“Here.” He hands me six dollars. “Tomorrow night, double or nothing.”
The rematch happens Wednesday night. It requires a different trip through the mall, stopping at Lids, American Eagle, Mrs. Fields, and a few more before the endgame store, Hallmark.
“Checkmate,” I say.
Twelve bucks.
Thursday night ends at Abercrombie. Friday at Journeys. Each time I say “checkmate,” he leans forward, double-checking the result. Twenty-four dollars. Forty-eight dollars.
“Let’s just keep track of the money,” he says after handing me what was left in his wallet. “I’ll pay you someday.”
But the games keep going. He slips in a win now and again, but nothing to throw me off my approach. I find another winning streak. Fourteen straight nights of playing, fourteen straight trips through the mall. I update my tab.
“You owe me twelve thousand, two hundred and eighty-eight dollars!”
“I should have never taught you,” he says through a fit of laughter, which quickly dies from a smoker’s cough. “Time to make a deal. Instead of twelve grand, we go get the book, and you show me which one you want.”
There are many books in our house. Most are historical books or books about cars. A few novels. We do not have a bookshelf. Instead, books are kept in a side room near the garage, stacked on the ground toward the ceiling. And though my father never specified, I know which book he’s referencing.
“Really?”
“You earned it.” He picks me up out of the chair. I grab hold of him like a little monkey. He carries me across the house, my face burrowed in the crook of his shoulder and neck, and I get a whiff of Marlboro and manliness.
“It’s right there,” he says, pointing to the hardbound book resting up against the wall. It’s a book I stole from my grandfather’s house over a year ago. On quiet nights in the house, I made sure my parents would see me reading it, hoping they would get the hint. I would turn the pages loudly, sigh longingly, and look out of the corner of my eye to see if they noticed. And apparently, my father did.
I start flipping through the glossy pages with pictures of hounds and shepherds and mastiffs and terriers. I keep flipping until I find the page I’ve stared at so many times before.
“This one,” I say, pointing at the picture.
A few Saturdays later, we’re back at the baseball field. I’m in the dugout, looking out past the centerfielder, past the electronic scoreboard with a few too many burnt-out bulbs to be of use, and to the lawn chair my father is sitting in. He remains there, staring back at the field. But held in his left hand is a thin purple leash, eight feet in length, stretching toward a chubby ball of fur, a golden retriever puppy, its coordination outmatched by its enthusiasm for life, struggling with a tall patch of grass, panting into the morning air, chasing a butterfly perpetually out of its reach, tail wagging unendingly.
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ELEVEN
Rocket smiles and tells me the half-naked caged man is about to be set free. Musky air twirls about the room. There are no windows. No doors. Only a splintered stairway leading down here—the basement of the warehouse. All that’s saving the caged man from full nudity are faded white boxer briefs, a streak of yellow down the crack. A thick strip of electrical tape covers his mouth. The hair on the sides of his head juts out parallel to his shoulders. Rocket or Caris or someone else within their network probably stole the cage from a zoo. The man moves around on all fours, knuckles down like a silverback. He sits calmly, folding his legs underneath himself as if he’s about to meditate.
Enzo stands off to the side of the room, facing Rocket and me as we sit in rickety wooden chairs, separated by a card table speckled with dust. It’s the only furniture in the room unless we’re counting cages. In the back corner, to the side of the staircase, are racks of artillery. Machine guns straight out of the Vietnam War—M16s and AR15s and boxes and boxes of ammo. Machetes and knives hang from the top rack, the blades glistening against the light, perfectly displayed like Fenders and Gibsons dangling in front of you at Guitar Center. Where the wall meets the racks are six waist-high crates, hay poking out of the slits between wooden planks. There is no way to discern what’s inside.
Glitch sits back on his rear, upright and alert, pressing tight against my chair. He maintains his gaze on Rocket. I keep my hand rested on his neck. His ears pull back tightly every time Rocket moves his hand while talking.
It’s close to one in the morning. About an hour ago, Enzo woke Glitch and me by pounding on my door. Enzo often makes everything about the Subterraneans seem normal—like there is nothing to worry about when we’re talking about detonating the past or breaking into people’s homes or handing over their identity information to Rocket and Caris. But his face has been strained all night. As we walked to the pier, he only responded to my questions with one-word answers. He was more like a security escort than a friend offering company.
“Are you not curious about him, my little Dash?” Rocket’s gold-capped front teeth smile my way.
The man in the cage remains motionless, holding his meditation pose. But he is not finding nirvana. Drool oozes out from underneath the tape, dripping off his chin, thick like sweet-and-sour sauce. I start to wonder if this will be me in a short while. If my news story has somehow pissed off Rocket. Made him wonder if I’m a liability to his entire operation. There is no escaping this situation if that’s the way Rocket wants it to go. He has men upstairs in the warehouse if I even made it that far. Only choice is to play the string out. So I respond.
“Is he being punished?”
“You only see someone trapped behind bars, don’t you?”
I nod.
“But what you’re witnessing is not a man caged,” Rocket says, his jaundiced eyes melting me. “What you’re seeing is a creature being born again.”
Caris comes down the stairs and heads for the cage, his brown trench coat without a single crease or blemish—meticulous care for the only clothing that matters in his life. He takes out a pocket flashlight and clicks it on, probing the man’s eyes. He likes what he sees because he turns back toward Rocket and nods his head.
“We’ll resume the rebuild later,” Rocket instructs.
Caris heads upstairs.
“You made him like that?”
“He made himself like that. Because he earned it.” Pride consumes Rocket’s tone. “He earned the new life that is just beginning.”
“Did he know that’s how it begins?”
“Dash-y, bird. I sense tension in you.” Rocket stands up out of his chair. Takes a couple of steps toward me, dragging his razor pinky nail across the table. Glitch growls. Deep and gurgling, born from the gut. He scuttles away as Rocket approaches. “Have I ever given you a reason to tense up in my presence?”
Rocket’s eyebrows are cut with vertical slashes. His dreads wrenched in a ponytail tied at the back crown of his head. His posture tilts forward. His arms and hands cradle up near his chest like Nosferatu.
“Of course not,” I lie.
“Good.” Rocket runs the back of his hand across my cheek, the knuckles frozen. “But I’m afraid I now have concern for you, little bird.”
The momentum of our decisions can barrel forward before we are able to process where they’re heading. One innocuous decision leads to another questionable decision, which carries you to the present moment, the total sum of weeks, months, or even years’ worth of seemingly forgettable actions. For me, right now, it’s too late to retreat. Too far downriver to turn and swim the other way from the bizarre and dangerous situation I’ve earned and now find myself in.
“You became a big star today.” Rocket’s hand pauses against my cheekbone. “I only worry that your new fame will garner unnecessary attention to our cause.”
I swallow a tractor. “I’ll make sure it won’t.”
“Good.” Rocket’s hand slides off my cheek. “I hope you catch him.”
“Me too.”
He turns and walks toward the caged man. “I don’t believe you’ve met Phillip.”
I take this as an invitation to rise and join Rocket at the altar of imprisonment. One light bulb hangs by a long extension cord, dangling over the man. He opens his eyes, but there are no signs of intelligent life.
“Never met him.” I take my place next to Rocket, eye level with his shoulder.
“Phillip completed his journey. This is his reward.”
The man scratches at his inner leg, a milky section where the hair has worn off from too many occasions when one thigh rubbed against the other. His falling drool accumulates on the dusty concrete on which he sits. But he doesn’t care. He’s a hop, skip, and jump away from an upright coma.
And this is his reward.
“It takes four doses, each spaced a week apart,” Rocket explains. “You feel no pain, but your memory fades away in consistent tranches, starting from your earliest memories and working its way to the present. But that last dose is a pisser, baby.”
“Dose of what?”
“Let us show him,” Rocket shouts over his shoulder. Caris comes charging back down the stairs, cradling a small wooden box in his hands. He sets it down in the middle of the table and leaves.
I look toward Enzo, hoping for some nonverbal communication. He remains stoic. Arms crossed behind his back. His leather jacket strained taut.
“Please,” Rocket motions for me to sit back down. “It’s time for you to see exactly what you’re after.”
My legs, heavy with anxiety, take me toward the table. To the box. Rocket lingers behind me. He’s a father watching children sprint toward Christmas presents. The box is unmarked. The wood, dark mahogany, bounces my reflection off its smooth surface as I pick it up. A small metal clasp comes undone by the flick of my thumb. The top opens and I set it back down.
Rocket whispers into my ear. “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”
Four green pills—perfectly circular and the size of over-the-counter Tylenol—lie within clear dime bags. Each pill has an etching of a brain in its center.
“This is what you’ve been searching for, my little bird. These pills are your transport. Your vessel into a new future. A new you.”
“What are they?”
“These are the Lobotomy Pills.”
I pick one up, hold it in front of my eyes, and twirl the bag around.
“This will make me forget everything?”
“They will wipe your slate clean.”
“What’s in them?”
“Pixie dust and tears of elves, my dear.” Rocket laughs. “Only the finest chemical composition neuroscience has known. It’s not poison, if that’s what you’re wondering.”
“Why have I never heard of these?”
“The Subterranean network is vast and full of promise. Our solutions are not meant for the light of day. Only for souls like you.”
“I swallow these, and I forget everything about myself—just like that?”
“One a week, little bird.”
Rocket tells me how each pill eradicates approximately a quarter of our memories. The process, by virtue of how our brains store memories, works in a linear fashion. The first pill removes the first quarter of our earliest recollections. The second takes out the next 25 percent, and so on. By the time you’re ready for the fourth pill, you should only have a few of the most recent years or even months’ worth of memories.
“The final dose will put you in a state that requires observation—ergo, our beautiful boy, Phillip.”
“What happens to us once our minds are totally blank?”
“We enter the rebuilding phase, my little bird. We must reconstruct the mind with a new identity, free from what previously ailed you. The mind is wired for narrative, so we bind a process of selective storytelling with new medication that reinitiates memory storage.”
“You give us a new past by telling it back to us?”
“In a manner. We provide a new biography—where you grew up, familial history, all of the odd things we tend to remember over the years, and so on.”
“And after the rebuilding phase?”
“We assign a handler—a guardian angel, if you will. They will relocate you far away from here. We even help with a new occupation. Witness protection from yourself.”
Glitch lets out the kind of sigh that only comes from dogs when they forfeit their guard and dismiss the potential threats. He lies down and rests his head between his two front paws.
I think about all the poison I currently consume. My cocktail of a dozen prescriptions. Taking them time and again. Bile bubbling in my gut each time. The sleepless nights. Constant daytime irritations. Pressure in my chest born from amphetamines. All of it with only mixed results. And here, before me now, is the streamlined solution. The dark back-alley shortcut to get me home much, much sooner. The ultimate cheat code.
“Is there any way you could show me what my life will be like?” I ask. “A way to prove this is all real?”
Rocket asks Caris to bring him a few “recent examples.” Caris walks over to a filing cabinet and pulls out two manila folders. Hands them to me. Inside I find the before and after of two Subterraneans. Their lives before they met Rocket. Their lives after taking the Lobotomy Pills. New names. New jobs. New homes. A woman in Munich. A man in North Dakota. According to the doctor’s notes in the files, neither remember anything about who they used to be before the pills. The man in North Dakota is now married with two kids. The woman in Munich owns her own Bavarian breakfast restaurant. I close the folders because there is nothing left to see. This is the answer.
“I’m ready.” I start to unseal the pill.
“No, no, no,” Rocket says, grabbing me by the wrist. “Your conviction is impressive. But you have not earned this yet.”
Holding anger from setting across my face, I place the pill back in the box. As I do, something rattles on the underside of the container. There is a second compartment at its base. I press on it. It is spring-loaded, moving inward for a centimeter before popping out. There, lying on plush material, contained within a similar-sized dime bag, is a red pill.
“Crafty little bird.” Rocket laughs. “That’s the Emergency Pill.”
“What’s it used for?”
“Only extreme circumstances.” Rocket’s tone has hardened. “There have been rare occurrences when someone experiences negative reactions to the Lobotomy Pills. The Emergency Pill reverses the effects of the Lobotomy Pills. But it only works if taken before the final Lobotomy Pill has run its course.”
I close the box. Run my hand over the top. If brand executives were involved in naming these pills, incorporating the word “lobotomy” would never have been considered. But there are necessary risks to take in this life. Fees to pay for what we truly want. That what we truly need. And even as the slightest trepidation seeps into my consciousness about swallowing these pills, I feel that night on the farm rush back through my memory bank, displacing me from the here and now and back into the torture of its remembrance. Don’t relive it, I tell myself. Don’t let the sense memory take you back. Make you feel that pain again. Force you to revisit those decisions.
For the moment, I win the battle. Shove the memory back down into the locked chamber beside my heart where it belongs.
“I only care about those four Lobotomy Pills,” I say. “Tell me what I have to do.”
Rocket smiles. “You will begin new ventures. Upgraded means for our information gathering.”
“How?”
“Enzo will seek you out when the time is right.” Rocket turns and smiles lovingly at Enzo. “He will usher you to your next set of missions.”
“What are they?”
Rocket squints at me. He bites down on his bottom lip. “Do you agree to these missions?”
I only think of those Lobotomy Pills. Not Rocket. Not Phillip. Nothing else.
“I do.”
“Good,” Rocket says slowly. “Commitment is so, so pure. You either see it in one’s eyes, or you do not. I have no patience for those who do not broadcast their committal nature.”
“I’m committed. I promise.”
Rocket picks up the box and walks it with him to the other side of the table. “And aside from your new missions, the time has come for something else. A most critical step on your journey toward those perfectly concocted pills. Are you ready to meet this requirement?”
“Whatever it is—let’s do it.”
“Then it is time to take your ‘testimony.’”
Within minutes, we’re seated at the table, and Caris has come back—this time with recording equipment. An old analog tape recorder the size of a boom box. Two wires run from the side of the recorder, both connected to microphones, one held in Rocket’s hands and the other in mine.
Before we begin, Rocket tells me about the group’s practice of testimony. The importance of recording an individual talking through their worst act and their motivation for starting fresh. “Withholding details is an extreme foul,” he tells me. Instead, he wants the entire memory. “It is not for Caris or me or anyone other than yourself,” he says. “In moments when you are uncertain you are doing the right thing, when the next Lobotomy Pill feels frightening—it will be your testimony that you will review. It will serve as your life jacket, keeping you afloat through a storm on the seas of rebirth.”
It turns out that I will relive the memory tonight after all. The microphone’s handle dampens from my palms. My mouth goes dry. I’ve never said any of this out loud. Rocket presses the record button. The wheels on the tapes start spinning. Hissing.
And I start to feel it at the base of my spine.
A charge of sensations rising through my central nervous system. André the Giant squeezing my skull. A hush of static in the distance, faint at first but growing nearer and nearer, louder and louder.
A glitch is approaching.
“We are here with participant number seven-twenty-one. Goes by Dash.” Rocket looks up at me. “Will you tell me why you’re here?”
Rocket, Enzo, Caris, Glitch—my dog, not my cognitive impairment I normally welcome—and Phillip, whatever’s left of him, remain present as I summon the courage to begin.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
Your past is a parasite sucking the life out of your future.
With waves of static electricity orbiting within my head, the memory of how it all began on the farm splashes across my mind like a bucket of water to the pavement.
God is love.
The muggy summer day spent with my younger brother, firing footballs against trees in the front yard of my parents’ farmhouse. A day away from college. One semester from graduating. A three-hour road trip from Monterey to the barren San Joaquin Valley—over the rolling hills and two-lane highway of Pacheco Pass, down Interstate 5 with cow pastures and alfalfa fields in the periphery.
The black-and-white speckles start to blind my view of the room. Of Rocket. The glitch is nearly here in full power. All that I hold firm is the rest of the memory.
God is life.
My parents’ car slowly coming home, rolling over the dirt road, kicking up pebbles and dust. I look into my father’s eyes as he sits in the passenger seat. He says nothing. But he tells me everything I need to know at the same time. It was late July at that point. By the first of November the evil will have won. The trauma and its fresh wounds coagulate into scar tissue soon thereafter.
The glitch is about to take full control any second. But before it can, I find willpower within my body. Cull my remaining autonomy. I lean in toward the table. Press my lips into the microphone. And tell them about a time of murder.
God is a bomb.
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TWELVE
Terry grips the steering wheel with one hand while holding his little e-cigarette in the other. The smoke sucks past Glitch as he pokes his muzzle out the back seat window one second at a time—too frightened by the air gusts to risk it any longer, too excited by the rush of freedom seventy miles per hour provides his canine face.
My story on the Coast Killer temporarily transformed me into Terry’s ultraviolet star amidst a galaxy of dull-lighted reporters and sycophants at the Coast News. “It’s just ridiculous,” he tells me, shaking his head. He’s in the middle of a rant that began the second we left Monterey, right after he begrudgingly let Glitch come with us. We’re now halfway to Santa Cruz, which splits the difference between Monterey and San Francisco. It’s famous for its boardwalk and roller coasters that smell like piss. The source of Terry’s rant is my inability to produce the next entry in the Coast Killer series. He’s been on my case for over a week. Stopping by my desk. Sending me multiple emails a day marked with the annoying red exclamation mark signaling URGENT.
It’s also been several days since I recorded my testimony for Rocket, but it feels like I’m always going on the record now. Not for the Subterraneans, but for Terry and the Coast News. I’m doing more and more interviews with other media outlets, each amplifying my bogus story, each requiring endless energy to maintain my diminishing appearance as a real journalist. Some interviews are for national talk radio. Some for a few magazines. The last TV interview was for a local station.
“Each day that goes by without another story is another day you’re jeopardizing your brand we worked so hard to establish,” Terry says.
I am a brand.
“We’re going to lose momentum,” he says. “Cynthia thinks the view rates and audience metrics look okay for now, but they’re due for a drop any day now. We need the next story to keep this thing alive.”
But the momentum will likely come to a screeching halt. I don’t have another fake story left in me. I have nothing. No more encounters with the killer. No more hearsay or innuendo posing as news.
We pass the industrial smokestacks at Moss Landing. True to form, smoke billows out of the skyscraping phallic structures. We’re twenty minutes from Santa Cruz now.
To see Laura Poole.
    
Terry thinks this trip will stimulate my thinking. But he wants me to interview Laura, the only survivor of the Coast Killer, because he’s also covering his bases. Terry has remained skeptical about the story but has done a good job of hiding it while in the office. Every now and again he asks me if anyone in the police department will go on record now. He then looks irritated when I tell him no. The last TV interview I did for a local station didn’t help matters either. The anchor started pressing me for the kind of information that should have been featured in the story.
“You didn’t mention details about the killer’s appearance in your piece,” the anchor said, already playing up his disappointment for the camera. “If he was at ‘point-blank’ range, how could you not see his face?”
“I think I made a mention in the piece that he used a flashlight to blind me,” I said back.
“I get that, but one would think you could provide something. Was his hair frizzy? Short? How tall was the guy?”
“Medium height, I suppose,” I said. “Traumatic moments have a way of distorting details. I’m sure you understand.”
But Terry knows Laura represents another way to legitimize the story. And in so doing, Terry, as the editor in chief, will no longer have to worry about my story blowing up in his face. However, it isn’t easy getting to Laura. She’s cared for twenty-four seven. Too traumatized to be left on her own. Nobody is supposed to know where she lives. But Terry did some digging. Came into information as to her whereabouts. Called in a favor or two.
We’re off the freeway and into Santa Cruz by noon, coasting through green lights on a narrow street with diners, skate shops, and screen-print T-shirt stores. Terry leans over the wheel and searches for a street sign. “In my bag is a manila folder,” he tells me. “I gathered some notes about her.” I find the folder and begin to look it over.
It’s interesting.
It’s frightening.
She is the only person that has ever escaped the killer—that I already knew. But she escaped, in a way, only because the killer allowed it. According to the police report, the sequence of events is simple. She disappears. Taken while walking home along the bike path and sand dunes. It was just after an evening shift at Denny’s, where she worked as a server. Held captive in what she described to police as “a place made of rooms within rooms within rooms.” She stated the Coast Killer toyed with her for hours. Keeping her awake and perpetually drugged. Talking to her in strange voices. Once she cooperated with the killer and his tests, she was allowed to leave the compound. But she doesn’t remember anything between the last test and when a woman discovered her lying naked alongside the highway. She had been missing for approximately four days.
We arrive at a tall building with little signage to denote an assisted living facility. Laura Poole is a thirty-seven-year-old woman living inside a high-rise building consisting of mostly blue-haired retirees. Terry heads inside, directions in hand. I follow behind him with Glitch on his leash. We take an elevator up to the fourteenth floor, where we find a brute—tall as an NBA all-star, thick as an NFL linebacker—standing next to a closed door, eyeing us with suspicion. He’s dressed like the Secret Service. The black suit and glasses. A radio earpiece and gun holster fastened to his hip.
“We’re here to see her,” Terry says. “I talked with Rodrigo.” Terry flashes his ID. The brute nods and opens the door for us. I’m expecting to see a broken woman—a feeble convalescent drooling and giggling from insanity. But this is not what I find.
Laura Poole sits with her legs crossed, dragging on a cigarette—the real kind, not the dipshit kind Terry is into—the smoke looping around the room like a boa constrictor. She looks out the only window in the room. Her black, pixie-cut hair swivels as she turns to face us. No smirk. No hello. She turns back toward the window.
We stand in the entryway, facing the living room and Laura. It’s a tidy space with no clutter. A glass table, perfectly shined, and two Victorian chairs, one in which Laura now sits. To our left is a narrow hallway leading to the bedroom. To our right is the kitchen, also perfectly tidy. Chrome appliances polished obsessively. The cigarette stink emitted from every wall and piece of furniture in the apartment ruins the pristine condition of the place.
“Hello, Laura. How are you?” Terry starts.
Laura’s tone is perfectly weaponized sarcasm. “Fan-tas-dick. You?”
“Good, thanks. And thank you for agreeing to take the time. I’m sure every reporter and cop has reached out to you at one point or another.”
“They all swipe right for me.” She puffs on her death stick. “Don’t get a big head or anything. I did this because my counselor thinks it would be good for me. But I bet it’s only good for you.”
The next thirty seconds, feeling closer to several minutes, are anchored in three metric tons of silence. Laura looks back toward the window while Terry takes out his phone. Pretends to catch up on texts or emails. Glitch continues to sit back, only inches from my shin. I look over at Terry until he can feel my anxiety bursting out of my eyes. Finally, he mouths, “talk to her,” and goes back to his phone.
I clear my throat, hoping Laura registers the international sign for “I’m about to talk to you, so maybe you can pay attention to me.” She doesn’t, but I try anyway.
“Laura, I’m guessing you know we’re here because of the paper’s series on the Coast Killer.”
No response.
“I’m wondering if there is anything you could share with us about your experience.” For a moment, the dying journalist within me finds a new life. Cultivates enough curiosity—genuine and true—and seizes on the kind of question I would have asked in another lifetime. The kind of angle that would be both newsworthy and productive to the investigation. “We were reading over some materials before we arrived. I was surprised to see there are details that were never made public. Like the tests he made you go through in captivity. Any chance you could tell us about any of it?”
Again, nothing. This is Terry’s bold idea. I turn and give him a shrug. He looks as defeated as me. Probably more. Because there is another part of me, separate from the dying journalist, that doesn’t want my fifteen minutes of fame to linger on when I’m on the precipice of a new life. Right now, retreating from this room and heading back to Monterey sounds more appealing. Soon—hopefully very, very soon—I’ll get the call from Enzo, and he’ll fill me in on my upcoming missions. The mere thought of completing them and receiving the Lobotomy Pills sends ASMR-like tingles up the back of my head.
“What’s the story with the dog?” Laura asks.
Glitch feels everyone looking at him. His tail starts to oscillate, brushing against the wooden floor. Why is it that when humans receive concentrated stares from strangers, the only sensations we experience are fear and uncertainty? Dogs are the cup-half-full party in this relationship.
“He’s mine—rescued him recently. Would you like to meet him?”
“I guess.”
I unhook Glitch’s leash. “Go say hi.”
Glitch keeps his head low to the ground, bobbing from side to side with golden retriever excitement, making his way to Laura. He finds her free hand dangling over the arm of the chair and scoops it up with his nose. Laura’s hand scratches the side of his face and chin. Each stroke against Glitch’s fur somehow peels thick rows of barbwire off Laura. She leans over, now kissing Glitch on the soft spot between his eyes, over the mostly healed wounds and scars.
She turns and looks at me. We lock eyes, but this is not a romantic moment. This is a hostile moment, and she’s armed with violent sarcasm. “Aren’t you the star reporter? The one with the big glimpse into the psycho’s world?”
“That’s me.”
“I read your story.” She starts to laugh but sucks it back in.
“I’m hoping to include whatever you’re willing to tell me in the next article of the series.”
“I bet you would.”
Glitch retreats to me.
“In fact,” she says, “I’m guessing you really need my experience in the next ‘breaking news, stop the presses’ story, don’t you?”
“I’d love to include you in the next article, but I don’t have to.”
“No, I think you do.”
Terry, suddenly the cooler head, plays damage control. “I think what he means is that the Coast News values your insights and it would be a shame if you didn’t contribute toward catching this guy.”
“Let me tell you what I meant. You. Need. Me.” Laura shifts in her seat. Recrosses her legs. “Tell me, Mr. Big Time Reporter, didn’t you write that the killer left you lying in the street?”
I nod.
“And, Mr. Reporter, did you write that the killer’s face was exposed, but you couldn’t make out any details?”
Nod again.
“What’s funny about that is he never exposed his face to me. And you know why? The psycho always wore a mask. A pretty distinct fucking mask at that. But we’re supposed to believe that not only has he abandoned that MO, but he now just leaves you passed out on the street? No way in hell.”
“What is she talking about?” Terry whispers to me. I’m suddenly hoping for a brain glitch.
“He doesn’t know,” Laura says, her tone a taunting whip. “He doesn’t know shit. The killer wore a wolf mask—something wooden and carved. He had it on the entire time with me. He’d never show his face. Not in a million years. And if my experience was any indication, half his enjoyment is getting his victims to play games in his dungeon, not abandoning them after he has them for the taking.”
Laura’s investigating eyes grow wide as she stares into mine, performing invasive surgery on my soul. “So do you know what happens now? He’s going to come for us. Everyone. But especially you. I hope you’re ready for what you just woke up.” I bite down on the insides of my cheeks. Maybe the pain will provide a distraction long enough for this to be over. Her eyes narrow and focus on a small detail of my face or my eyes or soul. Her face softens its attack. “Here’s to hoping you win out in the end.” She takes a drag off her cigarette, her lips smacking off the butt. “Now leave.”
The brute opens the door and escorts us out.
The drive home is warped in Terry’s anger and deepening realization. Twenty minutes into the drive, he finally does it.
“You fucking idiot. You made it all up, didn’t you?”
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THIRTEEN
My father glows godly underneath the downward cast of a streetlight. He marches, hands crossed behind him. His head swivels to the right. Long enough for a judging glance at a two-story house—the upstairs a new add-on, a bedroom light the only visible sign of life to the outside observer. His gaze finds a new target, now taking in a white Jaguar parked in the driveway. I wait for him to make his usual comment about British cars: “Pretty but clumsily built.”
But he says nothing.
Tonight he wears a pakol atop his head, soft and circular, without a bill. When he first brought it back from a trip to Pakistan, it was arctic white. Now it’s pale yellow. Any time my friends or their parents see him wearing it, they grow uncomfortable. Like they’ve seen too many pictures of Afghani soldiers or freedom fighters or terrorists or Taliban or mujahideen or Pashtun warriors or jihadists or human beings living in a very different part of the world—take your pick. And by relation, they grow uncomfortable with me too. Jihadi Junior, their eyes speak.
He continues along the sidewalk, bouncing on the balls of his feet, each powerful step fortifying his pride. The hat somehow stays connected to his skull, never sliding a centimeter one way or the other. Further into the late night he goes, chin held high.
And I follow closely behind.
The chess matches have been put on pause. The recent debt was paid off. But not in full. We settled on a more comfortable figure. That figure, a little puppy, fat and chunky, has grown to the rambunctious, slender, four-month-old golden retriever, full of rebellion. He fights with his leash. Pulling into the street. Back toward the house. To a tree. To a set of thick bushes, dense with sharp twigs and rubbery leaves, the kind of bushes in which neighborhood kids spend countless hours searching for a lost baseball. He pulls in every direction but the desired one, straight ahead.
“Astro!” my father scolds. He rolls the R in our dog’s name when he’s pissed at him. At anything. Which is often enough that I listen for these clues. Know when to give him space. But his temper is made worse the longer the rage demon burning within him is left alone.
So I stay close. Don’t say a word until he’s ready to step out of the dark recesses of his mind—returning to the here and now. And if necessary, I absorb any of his turbulence upon reentry, which is how this late night began.
“I give you a dog, but you don’t do anything for him,” he said to me before we left on our walk. He speaks through clenched teeth during these episodes. “If I have to walk him, so do you. Understand me?”
I nodded.
“I’m talking, aren’t I? I asked you a question.” He leaned over, his hand starting to raise for a cobra strike across my face.
“I understand,” I muttered.
The slap never came. But it’s been twenty or thirty minutes of violent silence since.
Astro’s ears perk when his name rockets out of my father’s mouth. The puppy’s joy melts, and despite the dog’s inexperience, he recognizes an alpha’s fury. He sits, like he’s known that command for years and not days. Ears pin back. Tail slides underneath his legs. Father stands over him. They each hold their pose. The dog’s eyelids widen, pupils so glossy you can see your reflection—the old “I’m only an innocent creature” routine. It works. My father’s eyebrows, cocked and loaded since the start of this walk, begin to disarm. His face softens and empties its chamber of bullets. “Astro, Astro, Astro.” A smile forms underneath his mustache. The puppy, sensing a tonal shift, unpacks his tail and returns the smile with the canine version, wagging side to side. Astro, by way of golden retriever magic, has broken my father’s spell. I decide to take advantage of the opening and stand at my father’s side for the first time tonight.
“You have a silly name,” my father says. He massages Astro’s ears.
Everyone assumes the dog’s name comes from The Jetsons. But the truth is I can’t stand Hanna-Barbera cartoons. The art sucks, and the stories feel even older than the original broadcast date. But I did steal the name from something else. I watched a made-for-TV movie about a dog raised by thieves that helps them rob banks. But the dog runs away and is taken in by a random boy who names him Astro. Of course, the thieves come looking for the dog, and the boy and his family learn the truth about the dog’s criminal past, as if that really matters.
Dad looks up at me. Sends his smile my way. “You can’t get mad at animals, especially dogs. They depend on us to care for and protect them. Simple things. And in return, they give us nothing but love. It doesn’t matter if they get a little disobedient here and there.” Astro is already pulling and hopping against the full strain of the leash. My dad tosses his arm over me and pulls me in close. “I’m sorry,” he whispers into my ear. “I didn’t mean to get mad at you.” My face smooshes into his armpit, nose brushing up against his white shirt. He holds me tight for what feels like an hour. I want to lash back out and make him feel more guilty for his inconsistencies. For his unpredictable moods and standards. But the easiest path is always the same in moments like this—just take the white flag offered and move on.
He softens his grip on me. “You look tired.”
“I’m not.”
But I am.
Because nothing drains one’s energy more than the presence of anger. And then, anger washing away—retreating like bubbling tide—is only a mere consolation, too meager to save you from the undercurrent.
Astro is now running around us, wrapping the leash around our legs.
I know my father wants to extend the walk so the ratio of time spent angry at the world and the dog and me and probably even himself is balanced with time spent in a state of contentment.
“I’ll be okay,” I say.
We cut through neighborhood streets and main suburban avenues. Our conversation starts soft, him asking me about school—me answering in one-word responses, not because I am trying to be cold but because I’m afraid if I overdo it, the rage demon will awaken. The confidence in our current state—his current state—grows after ten minutes, fifteen minutes, thirty more minutes of walking, and now we’re laughing and teasing each other, and each pause between questions and answers and jokes is filled with embraces. But eventually, the banter and jokes simmer instead of boil, and the pauses chill until a full state of silence is reached. I can tell whatever pain he felt has come back.
“Promise me you will have a good, professional job,” he says. “Something that gives you some respect in this world.”
These kinds of forecasts into the future are usually just as much about the past.
“A customer spoke to me so rudely today.” His voice cracks. The final syllables of each sentence are swallowed. At work—where he is now an assistant manager at a car garage—a customer was dissatisfied with how long his oil change took. “He asked me where I was from. ‘Did you even go to school?’ he said to me. I couldn’t respond.”
He lets the story hang in silence for a moment. I can feel his own disappointment in where his life has led. He came to the US in the late seventies and was accepted into UC Berkeley for engineering. His father, a big shot back in the Pakistani military, sent money for school as it was needed. But his father, my grandfather, had a deadly stroke only a year into college. Financial records were never found. Before long, my dad was out of school, a world away from his home, on the path to hourly wages.
“Finishing college is the key. When you do—that will be a great day.”
For the first time, I can see a specific point in the future, a destination I must reach.
He has given me a mission.
He places his warm palm on the back of my neck. Stride for stride, we move further and further from our house into the abyssal parts of the night, landing at the end destination—one he would choose time and again.
A car dealership.
I follow my dad, getting distracted by a sports car or two, a glossy German sedan or three, losing my close proximity to him as I check out the sticker prices pasted to the car windows, trying to find him above the raised bodies of the SUVs, and as the rows of sedans and trucks start to dissipate, the outline of my father—now standing on the other side of the used car dealership—comes back into full view, his face washed away under the streetlights, his white shirt blurring, his green sweatpants still discernable from afar.
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





FOURTEEN
I sit jailed at my desk while the other reporters move about the office. They take the long route to the printer on the other side of my cubicle, zigzagging a path that avoids me at all costs.
Because I’ve become the pariah of the Coast News.
I get an email from Cynthia asking me to see her immediately.
Two days have passed since the Laura Poole debacle. Two days since Terry told me—through a series of creative uses of the f-word, how screwed I was for fabricating the story. I elected to remain silent after each attack and accusation. This fueled Terry’s belief that I did make false connections about my experience with the man in the street and the Coast Killer and pissed him off more. The
one-person PR team at the Coast News canceled all my interviews with other outlets. Terry has since ghosted me. No check-ins at my desk. No emails. My team meetings have been removed from my calendar. Normally, reducing my interactions with Terry would be cause for a bottle of champagne or a Cuban cigar, or however it is people with healthy amounts of serotonin celebrate.
But it’s not.
Until I get those Lobotomy Pills and a fresh start in some other town, in some other state, I need a job. The Coast News pays for my apartment. Food for Glitch. Visits to Dr. Pill. The last week and a half has been spent sitting atop the workplace throne, one where people in the office who had previously never so much as said hello to me were suddenly asking if they could buy me coffee because my friendship was a shortcut toward increased social capital. But just as quickly as I was made the golden boy at the Coast News—the prom king of the leper colony—I was deemed too toxic to engage.
Cynthia’s door is slightly ajar. Closed enough to tell everyone that she’s too busy to be available, yet open enough to keep that precious “my door is always open to you” promise. I give the courtesy middle knuckle double-knock before entering. She’s seated at her desk, pounding away on her laptop. Without breaking her concentration, Cynthia holds up her index finger and signals for me to wait. I take a seat on the other side of the desk, which is riddled with trinkets—half-marathon trophies, stress balls, framed photos of non-photos like “Keep Calm and Carry On.” I look for the “Hang in There” cat poster, but she has resisted that one.
Cynthia swivels her chair to face me. She crosses her arms. Her ruby hair is pulled back into a tight knot, choking the life out her personality. “Terry wanted me to talk to you,” she says.
“He can’t talk to me himself?”
“Terry has to run a paper. I’m sure you understand he’s a busy person.”
“Very busy.”
“I’ll be brief because I’m busy as well.”
“Very, very busy.”
“Save me the sarcasm.” Cynthia grabs a top folder off a Jenga stack of papers and other folders and slides it across the table, narrowly missing a troll doll. “I’ll be honest and say I disagree with Terry’s decision on this one.”
Inside the folder is a form unmistakably created by human resources. Terry has signed and dated the bottom. There is a section for me to do the same. I scan the form’s content and find my fate. I’m being suspended without pay, pending an investigation into the credibility of my Coast Killer story. The endgame is clear—they’re going to fire me. But firing a reporter that they were pimping out to national media just a few days ago is not a great look. They need an investigation to show due process. Cover their asses from a wrongful termination suit.
“I would have fired you,” Cynthia says in her 1960s sci-fi robot voice. “You’ve disgraced yourself and this paper.”
I grab a pen out of a coffee mug and sign the form. Slide it back to her.
“You should consider yourself lucky,” she tells me.
“Very, very, very lucky.”
“Someone from our end will be in touch about the investigation.”
I storm out without being melodramatic. No door slams. No stomping feet. But no “goodbye” or “have a nice day” either. I make my way down the hall, passing the Seymour Hersh and George Polk meeting rooms, the esteemed journalists who led careers without scandal. Without disgrace.
Cal is hanging around my desk as I approach. From the look on his face, my suspension and inevitable termination were hardly being kept a secret prior to Cynthia dropping the hammer on me.
“You know?”
“People are talking. Guessing Cynthia wants people to know.”
“Her misery is a virus.”
Cal offers to take me out. Coffee. Lunch. Beers. Whatever I want, he’s game. We agree on a time for drinks. He offers to give my car back even though the insurance money from his wrecked vehicle hasn’t arrived yet. I tell him to keep it for a few more days. Eventually, I leave the building with my hoodie pulled over my head. The walk home feels slow and pained with failure. Life is a ledger. Your good deeds and shameful sins. Any positives I’ve registered are too small and transactional. My failures and wrongdoings are too large and impactful. At a certain point, the ledger ceases to measure your deeds and reveals a complete picture. What you are—good or bad. The final sum.
And I’m in the red.
So it’s back to the main objective. The thing that makes the ledger insignificant. I take my phone out and call Enzo.
“I was starting to think our relationship was one-way,” he says. “Glad to know you will occasionally call me.”
Enzo’s voice delivers a surprising dose of stability amidst the current turbulence. He’s the lone person I trust who knows about the other side of me. The side willing to break into people’s homes and pledge allegiance to a weird ass seven-foot vampire with dreads. If Cal is my best daytime friend, Enzo fulfills the nighttime duties.
“What’s going on?” he asks.
I tell him about the paper. Laura Poole. About the suspension and the chance of losing my job. He asks how he can help make things better.
“Help me get going on these missions faster. I want to move on with a new life. I need the Lobotomy Pills.”
The rest of the walk home lingers on the nexus of a likely doomed life and the promise of something fresh. Somewhere different and far from Monterey. A town whose beaches seduce you into thinking that everything will be easy and okay. But the small-town repetitiveness that produces small-minded individuals drags you down those beaches, past the peaceful pieces of kelp sitting idle on the moist and soft sand, and into the warring ocean. Farther and farther into the horizon you go until the water turns blacker and deeper than you can imagine, and before you can fully grasp how far from home and safety you’ve ventured, you have to confront exactly what you are, exactly what you’ve become, and exactly what you will always be, over and over and over, day after day after day, until finally, when you reconcile the past, give in to what you know about yourself, you drown. So, in the end, it’s not hard to throw this all away—whatever good memories I might have—if I’m still left with the constant pain from the time on the farm and its days and nights that changed me forever and hang over my head.
Like a noose.
    
Back at my apartment, I find my mailbox throwing up envelopes and promotional cards. I empty it and walk past Emily and Veronica—the twins in mid-argument, their eyebrows pinching together while they bicker. Glitch rushes toward me as I open my front door, zigzagging around and through my legs, whining for attention. I give it to him. He licks my hands and face. I massage his ears before sorting through junk mail until I come across a purple envelope. No stamp. No return address. Instead, in thick black Sharpie, the question is presented to me in jagged, smeared handwriting: WHAT’S YOUR SECRET?
I pull out the envelope’s contents. And there in my hand lies three glossy black-and-white photographs. Of me. Of Enzo. Entering and leaving the warehouse the night of my testimony. The warehouse where Rocket conducts his affairs. The affairs nobody outside the Subterraneans is to know about. I flip the photographs over. More handwritten antagonizations: YOU TOLD YOUR STORY ABOUT ME. SHOULD I TELL A STORY ABOUT YOU?
There is something about this that feels different. Maybe it’s the fact that I’m looking at another person’s handwriting—jagged and disturbed—or maybe it’s because this is a direct threat, but this doesn’t feel like the night I came across the man at the dealership—the same guy who chased me on the freeway. I stare at the photos. Look back over the handwriting. I realize something else is different, something that’s missing. The hum. I don’t hear it.
A fist hammers my door and my spine lifts out of my back. Glitch starts barking. The fist hammers more. I put my eye to the peephole.
The cops.
I slide the photos underneath the stack of junk mail and out of view. Open the door to Officers Affleck and Damon. They cock their heads to the side. Jaws flexing as they chomp bubble gum. Aviator glasses reflect my image back at me. The local police academy must specialize in producing cliché and homogenized cops. Before I can greet them, they hold up the Coast News with my cover story facing me.
“Seems like you had a lot more to tell us than you let on,” Affleck says.
“A lot more,” Damon says.
“And nobody is buying that you spoke to an anonymous source in our department,” Affleck adds.
“Any reason you didn’t come to us with this information when we originally asked?”
It’s been a little over a week since the story originally ran, but evidently, that isn’t enough time for these two gumshoes to figure out that the story is bogus or that I’ve been suspended. “Officers, I’m a reporter. Those kinds of articles are to be expected.”
Affleck holds his hand up to me. The nonverbal version of shut up. “Are you aware that withholding this kind of information can be interpreted as obstruction of justice?”
“This wasn’t a crime-stopping article about a local burglar,” Damon says. “You’re screwing around with someone extremely dangerous. I know you’re probably loving all the attention you’re getting, but fifteen minutes of fame isn’t going to catch this guy. But working with law enforcement might. So before you print another one of these stories, you better think hard about what lines you’re crossing.”
I feign a look of contrition.
They throw in a couple more veiled threats about withholding evidence before they march off. Their radios echo within the courtyard as I close the door. My adrenal glands are kicking into sixth gear. Cold fear swirling at the base of my skull. I’m bookended by doom. A killer on my right. Prison time on my left.
    
My phone rumbles atop my coffee table. It’s a text from Enzo. It lists an address along with a simple message: Be there in ninety minutes. I battle against the fear that Affleck and Damon just instilled in me—that heading straight to my criminal life right now is a mistake, and I’ll get caught. So I play it smart. I survey the outside of my apartment complex and walk around the block. Make sure the cops are long gone and eventually head out.
My phone’s navigation takes me north to Gilroy. It’s best known for boiling during the summer months and hosting the Gilroy Garlic Festival—because at some point in the time, the world decided that needed to be a thing. There is a small downtown area with ma and pa storefronts. “Quaint,” people say when visiting. The downtown area and vast ocean of strip malls are all that Gilroy has to offer other than the orchards and farms. But as I drive down a two-way road that winds for miles, with only one or two houses pushed far off into the distance, I find a rectangular office building, three or four floors high. Slick black exterior. Few windows and the ones I can spot are too tinted to see inside. The structure is dense. It feels fortified. Impenetrable.
The parking lot is empty but for a pickup truck and the camping trailer attached to its hitch. Standing outside the egg-shaped trailer is Enzo. I crack a window for Glitch and get out.
Enzo flexes his newest article of clothing—a navy trench coat. “What do you think?” He tells me they gave it to him after I took my testimony. My success in this group is his success. Enzo tells me that navy trench coats are reserved for sponsors deemed successful over time. The brown trench coats, like the one Caris wears, are for those who manage all of the sponsors. But I’m not after a closetful of coats. I want something else.
Enzo motions to the trailer. “He’s waiting for you.” He opens the door for me. Inside I find Rocket, a creature too big for his surroundings, standing by the rear window. The trailer is narrow and cramped, probably like all camping trailers. Benches along one side lead to a café-style table. A stainless steel sink, electric stove, and a couple of cabinets on the other side.
“Rough day, my little bird?”
“You could say that.” I hold back on telling Rocket that the day was made even more complicated by the mail I received from a psycho killer. I try to forget about that for now.
“Just one more reminder that the normal world is not right for you. But that will not be the case for the next version of you.” He fidgets within his golden trench coat. Looks out the window. “Do you know what goes on inside this building?”
“No idea.”
“That’s why it’s perfect.” Rocket sits down at the café table. “Please, sit.”
I do as I’m told. Take a seat on the padded bench. We sit side by side.
“Inside that spectacular structure, found at any given time, are numerous recorders. Part-time transcribers.”
He looks at me as if I’m supposed to know what he’s talking about. I don’t.
“In a sense,” he says, “they are transcribing the beautiful people of this planet. Their thoughts. Their behaviors—even desires or fears. Someone is always watching and listening. And there are many more who want to know what they see and hear.”
“I don’t understand.”
Rocket sucks his bottom lip. Shakes his head. “That’s all the squawking this big bird can do for now. However, someone else will tell you more—provided you’re ready to take the next leap of faith.”
And this is the point in the conversation when I can see where we’re headed.
Nefarious oddities, like Rocket and Caris and the Subterraneans and the Lobotomy Pills and the myriad of missions—all different for one person to the next—often take the form of an avalanche. At first, you confuse the ambiguity of what you’re seeing with something you can control. As if you can dictate your own fate and evade the oddities if need be. But when the avalanche first begins, the ownership of control becomes clear—and it is not with you. What you mistook as chaos is instead quite concentrated. And if you’re trekking up the mountain when the avalanche starts, there is no time to stop and wonder about little else than the amassing weight of snow and debris headed for you. No reason to contemplate another avalanche on the other side of the mountain. In this case, with Rocket and everything I’ve experienced, I should have known better. I never saw a progression. A build toward something bigger than the missions I was already given. And now as I am here with Rocket and look upon this building, its presence insinuating a new level of operations, the oddity envelops me. Traps me in its crushing embrace. Suffocates me with an utter lack of options and the complete realization that I was never in control. Rather, I was controlled from the moment the avalanche first began, the first time I set foot in that warehouse.
Because that is the deal.
And I accepted it before I ever embarked on a single mission with Enzo. Before I ever put on a trench coat. So I push forward without asking Rocket the obvious questions about the building and what goes on inside of it. Because if I’m ever to get my end of the deal—a new life unburdened by the past—I have no choice but to agree to take that leap.
Rocket places his hand on my shoulder. “I understand you are in need of employment.”
I nod.
“How fortunate.” He motions to the building. “Employment awaits.”
He reaches for a duffel bag resting on a counter. Pulls out the same jewelry-sized box from the warehouse the other night. He taps it with his cocaine fingernail. “Are you in or out?”
I flip through a series of memories from my life. Halloween parties in elementary school—the excitement over seeing every other kid’s costume and wondering what they’d say about my nylon Ninja Turtle outfit. BMX bike rides through creeks in junior high—breaking my wrist while doing it and getting the cast signed a hundred times over at school. First love in high school—the extreme pain when it ended over a late-night phone call. The thrill of my first story in the college paper—pointing out my byline to my roommates as if I’d just become famous. It goes on. The good and the bad. Fender benders. One-night romances. Drinking too much. Living too little. All of the memories that I might look back upon on my deathbed. The flash of a lifetime in front of my eyes. But that also includes that in which I don’t want to remember. The thing that carries more weight than anything else. Renders everything that came before and after a moot point.
I whisper it through a rush of eagerness, lips never moving. “Yes.”
Rocket smiles at me in a way that I instantly recognize as different. Like this isn’t about another trench coat or precursor for him to call me a little bird one more time. This feels like the moment has arrived. All the trips to the deep, deep waters. All the journeys into the late, late night. Every stimulant swallowed. Every lie told.
He holds up the box. The brass hinges creak as he opens it. The four emerald pills greet me, their perfectly etched brains decorating their sides. “You’re ready for your first dose,” he says.
I reach down. Gently grab the first Lobotomy Pill with my thumb and index finger. Hold it in front of my eyes and the future comes into view like an open road.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
What you dream of has come to hunt you out.
“You bought the ticket,” Rocket whispers. “Now take the ride.”
We spend every year of our lives learning a little bit more about who we are and what makes us human. New fears. Old desires. Discovering why we are the way we are, one psychoanalysis at a time. Some get comfortable with what they learn. Others bury it deep down.
But tonight, God is a bomb.
Would you wash it all away with a push of a button? With a swallow of a pill? Forget everything about yourself and find out what you become? Are you brave enough, desperate enough to see if you’d like yourself afterward? Or to discover if you have any control over the outcome at all?
I swallow the pill.
I detonate the past.
The New You Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





PART TWO







FIFTEEN
Tick, tick, tick.
It’s Monday and you stand in the kitchen, hands on hips as I eavesdrop on your argument with your spouse because today I’m your smartphone and today I am your passenger on your life’s banal journey. Together we email and we text friends and sext quasi strangers and together we like photos on Instagram while sitting on the toilet.
There is no love.
It’s Tuesday and you walk around the house, talking to yourself, rehashing what you wish you would have told your boss or rude barista or your mom or dad and today I’m your Alexa, your Sonos. Together we vent and together we blast gangster rap throughout the town house and together we record all your thoughts as you say them aloud.
There is no life.
It’s Wednesday and your lover meets you at your side door and you share a moment, just the two of you, just the three of us, because today I am your door camera—your Nest, your Ring. Together we all embrace and hope nobody finds out and together we all make plans to meet at that one spot when the husband is running errands, when the wife is at work.
It’s Thursday and I am your voice-activated TV remote.
Your fitness watch.
Your “smart” kitchen appliances.
I am your laptop camera, watching you jerk off. I know your fetishes. Your favorite candy. What time you wake up and how many times you go to the bathroom.
I am everywhere. I am nowhere.
I am God.
And this is the bomb.
    
Chris Delaney looks like me. Dark hair, olive skin, black hoodie, rarely smiles. He swipes his badge at the security clearance area, and the iron arms of the banister rotate as he walks through and takes the elevator. His floor is dark, but each cubicle erupts with blue light from computer screens eclipsed by the black outlines of bodies posed in spine-bending slouches. These people work here. Just like Chris. These people are quiet and content with doing their jobs and getting out of the building as soon as their shift ends. Just like Chris.
I am Chris.
Chris is me.
It’s my second week on the job. Second week as Chris. The real Chris is a retired veterinarian and lives somewhere near Oakland. Another world from Gilroy or Monterey. I found him on Facebook. His profile was like other old people on the site. A billion photos of road trips from ten years ago and the same avatar pic uploaded twenty different times. Somebody within the Subterraneans lifted Chris Delaney’s Social Security card. The only way Chris would ever find out his identity had been stolen would be if the authorities found out about this building. And even then, it would be too late. A new identity would be given for a new workplace, in a new building, in a different town.
Caris called me before my first day. “Don’t be late,” he growled. “Everything is ready for you on-site.” That Monday, I drove north to Gilroy, found the underground parking lot entrance, signed in at the front desk, and got my security badge.
The building has three levels, but my badge only gives me clearance to the second floor, which is where I find my workspace. Since I’ve been here several people have already cycled out. That’s because their contract expired. Four weeks and it’s over. No exceptions. On day three the person in the next workstation cycled out. Three stern men with radio earpieces and dark suits came over, two of them standing guard at the entrance to the cubicle while one moved everything on the workstation computer to a remote hard drive. He then took out a hand drill and plunged it into the computer’s circuitry. They dropped the remnants of the computer into trash bags and left. A couple of hours later, a new crew, looking like skinny Jehovah’s Witnesses with white short-sleeve shirts and ties, installed a new computer at the workstation. By the time my shift was over, a different staff person was operating the controls.
I trade the oddities for the advantages.
There is no supervisor walking the floor. Nobody harassing me in meetings or over email—no Terry. The expectations are simple. We must meet daily transcription quotas. Work four-hour shifts that begin once we log into our computers. On my first day, the guard at the front desk handed me a laminated notecard along with my badge. On the notecard were typed instructions for locating my workstation and where to find the training videos describing the expectations for the job—daily quotas, daily quotas, daily quotas. After logging into the computer, a long list of new “candidates” populates the monitor. The list represents the daily quota I must hit, and each candidate, in effect, is the target. We listen to them. We watch them. Track their web activity from website to website. Every received, read, and replied email. All the while, we categorize what we see and hear—tag behaviors and speech to a separate list. Those are then uploaded into the system and go somewhere we are not allowed access.
Everything within the office feels portable. Nothing feels permanent. No art hanging from the walls. No office plants. It’s the bare essentials, and that’s it. Desks, computers, and workers. Enzo told me why before my first day.
“The company doesn’t have a name,” he explained. “This is as underground as it gets for a large organization.”
He told me this building is probably a relatively new facility. They never stay at one location for more than a few months. Never in one state for more than a year. They are incredibly decoupled and only pay workers in cash.
“How is this connected to Rocket?” I asked.
Enzo pursed his lips and shook his head. I dropped the topic.
I’m ten working days into my new job. Which means I’m also two Lobotomy Pills into my transformation. Rocket gave me pill number two last Sunday. The pills work to erase the memory in a very linear manner. Your earliest memories—that one Christmas morning, the day your pet frog died, the smell of your mom’s hair when she hugged you and told you not to worry about the math grade—are the first to go. The Lobotomy Pills then never stop, burning your past forward until all that is left is the present moment.
I pause my work and take the Post-it notes out of my pocket. The hot-pink square paper sticks to my index finger as I peel it off the stack. Post-it notes are critical to the Lobotomy Pill process.
“I’m only going to tell you this once,” Caris said to me not long after I took the first pill. “Every day, you’re going to jot down the oldest memory you can find in that head of yours. Don’t forget to do this. It’s the only thing that can go wrong.”
Since the Lobotomy Pills erase about a quarter of the memory with each dose, a person’s oldest memory gradually moves closer and closer to the present. In theory, the oldest memory you summon in each day of the process should feel more and more recent. Something from eleven years ago yesterday, something from nine years ago today, something from eight years ago tomorrow. But sometimes things go haywire. Not every person’s brain reacts perfectly to the chemical compound found in the pills. And if one day your oldest memory is from high school, and several days later it’s from preschool, you’re in big trouble. “If this occurs, you’ll start experiencing effects similar to a traumatic brain injury,” Caris further explained. “If so, do not hesitate to take the Emergency Pill.”
But so far, so good.
I scribble across the fresh Post-it note lit by the computer’s bright screen. High school junior prom. Age: seventeen. That squares with what I wrote yesterday, which was Getting my learner’s permit. Age: fifteen. But today, I have no recollection of getting my driver’s license. It’s gone. A virus that has been expelled from my system. Other memories that I still hold are getting fuzzier. I’m relatively sure I had a sibling—at least one—but ask me if it’s a brother or sister. Ask me the name of my hometown. Where I went to high school. It’s all fading quickly.
Ask me to describe my father’s face.
My father?
My head buzzes and I start to hear something familiar. Low at first but rising in volume. It’s the hum. Like the one I heard at the dealership. On the freeway.
The hum grows louder.
I feel a tap on my shoulder. It’s another suit—a man with a trademark stern look. This guy has black hair pulled back tight into a ponytail. He holds out a white envelope, unmarked and bulging. I take it, and he vanishes into the dark hallway.
The hum also vanishes.
Inside the envelope is cash. My first payday. Three thousand in alarmingly crisp twenty-dollar bills. I count it several times. I fold up the bills, and my hands start to shake.
Not again, Chris. Not again.
All day my hands have been trembling. Cold sweat running from the base of my skull down my spine and ass and the backs of my legs. I try not to admit it to myself, but I know why this is happening.
I ran out of pills—the Dr. Pill kind—the day after the Coast News suspended me. I didn’t care because I was on to something better. Something more certain. The Lobotomy Pills do everything I wanted my cocktail of prescriptions to do but with utter and ruthless certainty. But the months of popping Vyvanse and Adderall and theophylline and atenolol and modafinil and atorvastatin did more than just help me avoid sleep and damage my brain enough to eliminate a random array of memories.
It made me an addict. And now the withdrawals are here.
I play a video recorded by an undetectable camera found within a car’s center dash navigation screen. A round man holds a burger dripping with mayo in one hand while gripping the steering wheel with the other. He bumps his head to music—Limp Bizkit, what else—as he sings along, launching chewed bits of lettuce and tomato and chemically treated burger bits out of his mouth. A chunk of something hits the screen and smudges the video. He continues to sing the dogshit lyrics. It’s all about the he says / she says bullshit. I need to log every detail. Quickly. If not, my average time per completed candidate will inflate, and I will risk being cycled out of this job prematurely. One of the training videos warned me of this. I need to tag what I see. #Whopper. #NuMetal. #BadTaste. #Crass. Describe what is occurring in one objective sentence. “Large male with a neckbeard wears an Ohio State tank top and wolfs down fast food while singing along to Fred Durst.” This information will go to someone else on another floor.
Last week, I asked Enzo where my data submissions go. “The data will be packaged and placed on an encrypted marketplace. Probably on the dark web,” he said. “The data is purchased by corporations looking for real-time consumer engagement opportunities.”
But I’m not going to hit my data-entry goals for this video candidate. My motor skills are not cooperating—the little muscles in my palms seize and cramp. My head thumps and strains. It’s too much for me to keep my eyes open any longer and watch this guy take another bite of his burger. To watch him struggle with the personal decision of using his wrist as a napkin or a napkin as a napkin. Because right now, the addiction is getting in the way. Which means it’s getting in the way of the next Lobotomy Pill. If I fail at this job—this mission—I start over with the Subterraneans. With Rocket.
And that won’t do.
I’m on the freeway heading back to Monterey, and I call Dr. Pill’s office. Request prescription refills. I’ll let the addiction run on for a while longer. I’ll save the rehab center and detox for my next lifetime.
After I finish meeting quotas at the data center.
After I swallow the fourth and final Lobotomy Pill.
By the time I’m off the freeway and onto Monterey’s downtown streets, the pharmacy has already texted me. My addiction pills are ready. I pick Glitch up from the apartment and head for the pharmacy.
“You come by a lot,” the young, smartass CVS pharmacist tells me. He puts his glasses on and holds my hundred-dollar bill up into the light and squints. “Sure hope you’re taking these responsibly.”
“Wouldn’t think about it any other way.” He hands me my change, and we exchange smiles.
His smile says, I know you’re a pill popper.
My smile responds with, But there isn’t anything you can do about it.
I get back to my car. Cal returned it a few days ago, even though he’s still waiting on insurance money for a new one of his own. Before I put the keys in the ignition I twist off the cap to the Adderall. Marvel at the pills stacked on top of each other. Orange and chalky and oval and perfect. Drop two into my mouth and swallow. The Vyvanse next. Then theophylline and the rest. I roll the window down, feel an autumn breeze across my face, and wait for the pills to break down and dissolve into my system.
Eventually, they do.
My lower back, previously straining, relaxes. My hips find space within their joints, the tax on my sciatica ceasing. My hands stabilize and the nausea is now gone—perfect timing since I have something else to do today.
My other job.
    
I’m back at my apartment complex. I let Glitch out so he can find a patch of grass. In the trunk of my car is a royal-blue polo shirt. A cursive logo embossed on the left breast. Golden Home Medical. This is the uniform for my next gig. I pull my hoodie off. The white tee comes next. I’m standing behind the car, shirtless, adjusting my frizzled hair when my phone rings.
It’s the Coast News.
Shit.
“Hello?”
“Glad we finally reached you. This is Lee Berenger. I left a couple of voicemails.” He pauses and lets the silence read me. Waits for the discomfort to prompt me into an apology.
“Hi Lee, nice to meet you. I’m not sure I received a voicemail.”
“Two voicemails.”
“Two. Shoot. I’ve been getting weird service lately.” It’s true. Per protocols, the data farm blocks the signal to everyone’s cell phones, which we leave at the security desk as we start our shifts.
“Well, we’re winding down our investigation into your story. We’ve spoken with a number of people at the Coast News and others around town. So now we just need to speak with you.”
“I’m pretty busy these days. When were you hoping to do this?”
“Monday at three. The time is nonnegotiable. Failure to participate would, unfortunately, force us to rule against you, and you’d be officially terminated.”
In two days, I’ll be swallowing the third Lobotomy Pill. One week after that, I will have no memory of any of this. Shame is a parasite living off the blood of memories. No memory. No shame. I’ll play their game for the remaining days of this life. Humor Cynthia, Terry, and anyone else who enjoys seeing another person fail miserably. “No problem at all.”
“See you Monday.”
I hang up and slip the Golden Home Medical polo over my head.
“Aren’t you going to pick up after your dog?”
I look up and it’s either Emily or Veronica that asked it. They both look disgusted at me. At the pile of dog shit now steaming atop the apartment building’s front lawn. “Yeah, of course.”
“You’re not allowed to have a dog here,” Veronica says, and Emily nods. They look like the two equally creepy twins from The Shining. Baby-blue T-shirt dresses and pink flowers in their hair. If a wave of blood suddenly came pouring from behind them, I wouldn’t be surprised.
“He’s a service dog. I have papers.”
They turn and stomp up the walkway and into the courtyard. Everything they do is with attitude.
My phone rings again. It’s a blocked number. “Yeah?”
“Tsk, tsk.” A tongue clicks to the roof of their mouth. Some light breathing. I press the phone into my ear and listen for anything else. The caller hangs up.
I wait for them to call back. The phone remains still. I look around the street, at all the parked cars, for anyone stalking me. But all I find is my neighbor from across the street—Frankie—dressed up in his Nike running apparel, sucking air as he walks home. He sees me and waves. I think about what I received in the mail—the taunting message, the paparazzi-style photos. This is what Laura was talking about. He’s coming for me. For all of us.
I push it to the back burner for now.
    
The Golden Home Medical delivery truck rattles through streets and over pavement detonated with neglect. Glitch and I pull in front of the first house. “Hang tight, Glitch.”
I hold a clipboard with a sheet of paper that lists a series of names and addresses, each one representing a different person awaiting more oxygen. This job was also Rocket’s idea. With the investigation at the newspaper and with a suspended job with no pay, having a part-time gig about town felt like the right cover to avoid any suspicion leading to the data farm.
I grab my black satchel containing my tools and put on the industrial gloves. Inside the back of the delivery truck are dozens of aluminum liquid oxygen tanks fastened tight with bungee cords to the sides of the cargo walls. They radiate with subzero vapor.
I load three tanks onto a dolly and make my way up the driveway. Golden Home Medical’s management tells us the patients are commonly immobile and leave the front door open for us.
“Hello? Mr. Almeida? This is Golden Home Medical.” The sheet of paper provides notes on each patient. Sometimes the notes indicate if they are Spanish speakers. Other times it mentions an aggressive dog. But most of the time it lets us know where we can find the patient within the house. I wheel the tanks down a hallway. Everything in the place, from the carpet to the furniture to the peeling wallpaper, reeks of cigarettes. I could get secondhand cancer from brushing up against a picture frame.
I find the man sleeping in the master bedroom. His chest rises and falls with each pained breath. Oxygen tubes run out of his nose and hang off the side of his bed to the crusty carpet, winding their way to his current set of oxygen tanks, leaning up against a dresser. Most of Golden Home Medical’s patients are in the last stages of life.
Without disturbing him, I load his new tanks in place, swapping out the empty ones onto the dolly. I stand by and wait to confirm that he’s breathing in the liquid oxygen, which is more concentrated than normal oxygen and far easier for people like him to absorb. Everything checks out, and I leave him there with some paperwork by his bedside.
I’m back in the truck and Glitch and I make three more deliveries. Each one similar to Mr. Almeida. A house that stinks like the inside of a lit cigarette. An incapacitated patient. Paperwork left for them to find when they wake up. I wouldn’t mind getting to know at least one thing about them or their family or experiences on this wicked planet. Allow them the opportunity to treat me like an after-work bartender, someone for them to unload their worries or regrets. But those interactions are not likely. Because soon they will be in the afterlife.
And soon, I will be in my life after this life.
One more delivery to go. It’s almost nine at night. All deliveries must be completed by ten. The game of employee versus clock is repackaged in several forms and within many different work environments. If it isn’t crushing newspaper deadlines, it’s daily quotas or delivery cutoff times. Glitch is asleep, turned over on his back with his paws curled into the air. I get off an expressway and drive us into a neighborhood, the streets and homes looking familiar while also not—suburbia’s greatest sleight of hand is homogenized home design.
“You’ve reached your destination,” my phone tells me. Without any shred of doubt created by the cocktail or the Lobotomy Pills, I know I’ve been here before. And I know exactly for what purpose. The house sits on the street corner. The storefront-turned-home-residence with the faded business lettering above the front door. I check the name on my sheet.
Fuji Nakamura.
There is no ski mask this time—no Enzo.
The amphetamine high I was riding for the last couple of hours is dead. In its place is the sudden anxiety brought on by the prospect of reentering a house I once robbed. Vyvanse and Adderall not only double as concentration enhancers and speed narcotics, but the pills also serve as antianxiety meds. And right now, I need a bump. My mouth is too dry to swallow flat, oval pills without a liquid chaser. I grab the entire supply of pill bottles and stuff them into my leather satchel. Maybe Fuji will be asleep and I can grab a glass of water. I leave a window cracked for Glitch as he continues to sleep.
“Hello? Mrs. Nakamura?” I drag the dolly through the door, which, to my surprise, given this lady experienced a robbery a few weeks ago, is unlocked. Once inside, the surreal décor greets me again. The salon stations with swivel chairs underneath citrus-colored dryer bowls. The long mirror running along the wall and a bubbling fish tank facing it. I turn to the little nook in the wall where I previously found Fuji sleeping. There, the comforter is tossed to the side, and pillows are stacked unevenly. But no Fuji. “Mrs. Nakamura? This is Golden Home Medical.”
A voice trickles in from down the hall. “Coming.” She inches toward me, her head lowered and focused on her walker, tennis balls fastened to the bottoms of its legs dragging against the floor. Adorning the front of the walker is an empty cargo basket like she stole it off a paper boy’s bicycle. The oxygen tubes are fastened to her nose but disconnected from the actual tanks, which remain at her nook. Not all of Golden Home Medical’s patients require liquid oxygen at all times. According to the paperwork, Fuji Nakamura has an intermediate dependency. “Had to go to the bathroom.” She plods forward in one-centimeter increments, looking up at me for the first time. She stops and braces herself atop the walker. Tilts her head. For a second, I think it’s over—she’s going to recognize my eyes or mouth and call for help. Have me arrested. But instead, her face and all its wrinkles relax with the kind of endearing smile only old ladies can deliver. “You aren’t Deepak.”
“Deepak no longer works for Golden Home Medical. I’ll be delivering your tanks now.” I tell myself that “now” only means this week and maybe the next.
“Deepak was so nice. Such a wonderful young man. Is he okay?”
“I couldn’t say, Mrs. Nakamura. I just started this job.”
“Call me Fuji. And what is your name?”
“Dash.”
“You don’t look like a Dash.”
She makes her way to her nook and gets in bed, shimmying under her comforter and pulling it to her chin.
“Deepak and I became good friends. I got to know him very well,” she says in a depleted tone. “Tell me about you.”
I wonder how long it takes for one person to recognize a familiar voice. Is it immediate? Cumulative?
“What do you want to know?”
“Anything. You’re taking care of me. We should know each other.”
“I was writing for the Coast News before this. Do you watch the news at all?”
“Not so much. I sometimes watch the local news, but in general, the news these days is too dark.”
I start fastening the fresh tanks to Fuji’s tubes.
“Why do you ask?”
“I’ve been on TV a little in the last month. Maybe you saw me.”
Fuji turns her head on its ear. Opens her eyes in my direction. “Come here so I can get a better look at you. Are you the man chasing that killer?”
“That is me. Was me. I don’t know.”
Fuji giggles. “Don’t bring him here!”
She doesn’t pry further. The room fills with the sounds of a wrench on metal. “Tell me about you, Fuji. In fact, tell me about your house. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“The salon? I first made my living in America doing hair. I thought it was all I would ever do until I met Richard. He’s my husband. Died years ago.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“No need for sorry. Life is made meaningful in the face of death.”
“What did you do after cutting hair?”
“I went back to school.” She clears her throat. Clasps her tongue to the dry roof of her mouth. “It was Richard’s idea. He encouraged me to find out what I really wanted to do in life.”
“What did you find out?”
“That I loved helping people. So many folks in this world just need a gentle push in one direction or another. So, I finished my degree in medical social work and began working with people soon after.”
“But the salon?”
“I forgot to answer your question, didn’t I?” She lets out little giggles from the warmest parts of her soul. “Richard was a businessman. He always said to ‘never let go of a money source,’ so we kept the salon running all these years. A friend of mine, Jackie—such an elegant woman—managed it for us as our side business.”
“But why do you live here now?”
“Sickness is costly.” Fuji purses her lips. Swallows whatever spit she’s able to produce, and judging by the crease in her forehead, she’s calling upon a reserve of energy. “Richard got sick. Bone tumors. It felt like it came out of nowhere. We had been living in Carmel—a beautiful home with a view of the ocean. The friendliest neighbors. Doctors told us there were ways of treating it, and we tried them all. Grafting the bone. Radiation. Chemo. Poor Richard. I think he would have been content to drift away peacefully if not for me. I kept pushing, trying to find something to save him. By the time he passed, the bills had mounted. It was best to sell the house in Carmel. This salon was the other place we owned. I thought about taking out a loan and redoing the inside, but why? Richard knew the salon. However, he wouldn’t know the renovated version. I feel better living in one of our places just as it looked when he was alive.”
“I love that.”
“Me too.”
I finish connecting the last tank. Flick the gauges and watch the red needle hover above the FULL sign. “You’re all set, Fuji.”
“You can’t go now. We just started talking. I just read half my autobiography to you. Tell me one more thing about you. Do you have a wife?”
“No wife.”
“Girlfriend then?”
A kaleidoscope of memories—girlfriends of the past—sprawl across my mind. A high school girlfriend, Sarah Wakefield, a real relationship with stakes during my senior year, losing the V-card, her strawberry lip gloss—sticky and sweet—breaking up a few weeks before graduation since we were going to different colleges. College girlfriends—Summer and Melissa and Lindsey—knowing the true pain of sustaining toxic trust for months too long. The hollow rewards of quick rebounds. The satisfaction from knowing you’ve moved on. This all appears in my head, as does a bittersweet realization—these memories will soon be gone too. I return to Fuji.
“Unfortunately, no girlfriend either.”
“Boyfriend?”
“No, it would be a girlfriend, but that’s not in the cards right now.”
“You’re handsome. You have that exotic look. Where are you from?”
“Me? I’m from—” I can’t think of the answer. I wonder if it’s written on a pink Post-it note. Probably is but it doesn’t matter right now. “Here. I’m from here.”
“Then what about your parents? You look Arabic, no?”
“Arabic?” I mutter.
And then I feel it. Surging from the base of my skull to the front of my brain.
The glitch.
“Yes, Arabic or Middle Eastern?” Fuji asks. “Is that where your mom or dad originate?”
Static is mounting in my head. Crunching black-and-white specs. Waves of electricity pulsing in front of my eyes. I try to blink. Try to shake my head free. And in a nanosecond, the movie is projected onto my mind’s silver screen. The image of a man sitting on a lawn chair, the moon casting milky light atop his brown, bald head cradled in his hands. He looks up at me, eyes broken with bloodshot wounds. The image fades. In its place, only static.
“My dad?”
“Was he an immigrant? I’m always interested in hearing other immigrant stories. I came here when I was so young that I lose more and more of my connection to Japan with every passing year. I lost my accent decades ago.”
“Wait, didn’t you have an accent?” I stumble, catching myself on a salon chair.
“Are you okay?”
No. I need something. I need a bump. I can feel the withdrawals coming back. One of the addictions demanding more than I fed it hours ago. “Can I have a glass of water?”
“Of course. The kitchen is behind the door marked Employees Only.”
I rummage through my satchel and the pill bottles rattle. Several containers fall to the floor before I locate the Vyvanse. I pick up the fallen bottles and stuff them back in the satchel. Twist the cap off the Vyvanse, dump four or five into my hand, and head for the kitchen. I find a smudged glass sitting on the tiled counter and run the tap water until it’s full. Swallow the pills and chase them down. Grip the edge of the counter for support. Eventually, the glitch and its static and flashing images and electricity start to bubble back down from a riptide to a simmer.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
You are still in control of your past, present, and future.
It’s time to collect my things, say goodbye to Fuji, and pretend like this isn’t the last time we’ll ever meet. I set the glass back down on the counter as my phone buzzes in my back pocket. I pull it out.
Blocked number.
“Hello?”
“It is a dumb reporter. And it shouldn’t have started this game.” The voice slithers through each word with menace. We listen to each other breathe into our respective phones for a moment. “Did it get my mail?”
“Very creative stuff.”
“Good. Very good-d-d-d.”
“Who is this?” I don’t know why I asked that. They never answer.
“This is who it has been chasing.”
“You chased me first.”
“I’m afraid not-t-t-t. This game began with that fake, fake, story. But I can play games too.”
“I could have this call traced.”
“And what would the trace find?”
“I’m guessing you, asshole.”
“They’re going to find something else. Someone else. Two someone else-es, understand?”
I’m not even sure I’m breathing anymore. Fear has jammed my operating system.
“I’ll keep the mur-ders close to home. It’s already begun.” He laughs in a way that doesn’t sound psychotic—not like the Joker or Hannibal, not like how every sadistic killer we’ve seen in the movies or TV laughs. Instead, his laugh is disturbingly normal. Unaffected. His laugh is perfunctory. Hollow. It’s an imitation, one carefully studied. And it’s within his pitch-perfect imitation of an ordinary person laughing where the psychopathic predator is found, even if still blending into its surroundings. A leopard camouflaged among the brush. The gator lying still at the swamp’s edge. “Good by-y-y-e.”
He’s gone.
Three metric tons of instinct crush me with its pressure. The flight response screaming, Run for your fucking life, dummy. But after a few moments, I collect myself. Put a short-term plan together. Can’t call the cops. That will probably lead them to my work in Gilroy. I need to get home, pack some bags, and figure out where I’ll sleep tonight. How I’ll manage my time until I get Rocket’s promised restart. How I’ll manage these withdrawals.
I leave the kitchen, walk back up the hall, and find Fuji standing with a hunch in her spine, holding every single one of my pill bottles, tops twisted off as she turns them over, dumping pills into the trash.
“I saw lots of stuff in my career. Addiction was right there at the top,” she tells me. “I should have known right away. But I’ll blame old age for the delay.”
My mouth is open, ready for words to fire out, but my war chest is empty.
“You know,” she says, “one trick I learned a long time ago is that when it comes to immigrants, people see what they want. And if a feeble Japanese lady with broken English and a thick accent gets me out of bad situations, why hell, I’ll use the damn accent.”
I know what she’s about to say before she says it.
“And the last time I used that trick was just a few weeks ago.”
I have trouble with the truth.
“The night you robbed my house.”
I have trouble with reality.
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SIXTEEN
Fuji tells me the sickness is normal and everything will be okay. It’s the third time she’s told me this, which is usually a telltale sign that someone thinks something is most definitely not normal and everything is very much not going to be okay. She has dipped into a supply of blankets, the likes of which only old ladies who crochet have on hand, and has laid what feels like ten pounds of fuzzy yarn upon me—nothing but granny afghans with bright green, orange, and blue knitted squares or circles.
“This is here for you,” she says, holding up a plastic bucket. “Do not feel ashamed if you need to use it.”
Time is getting harder to discern, but Fuji tells me it’s two in the morning, early Saturday. I’ve been here all night, and now an anvil is forming in my upper abdomen, alternating between nausea and wretched stomach pains—the kind that bubbles down your digestive tract, burning the floor of your bowels. It didn’t take long for the demons within me to return—the ones asking for constant payment in the coinage of amphetamines. Instead, with Fuji standing witness, I only offer penance in the form of withdrawals.
“Why are you helping me?”
“Save your breath, young man.”
The room’s clock, mounted above the fish tank, becomes a buoy bouncing atop the surface of the black-and-blue ocean named fever, only serving as an estimate for how far I’ve ventured into the charted and uncharted. I open and close my eyes, and moonlight still enters through the nearby blinds. My body shivers. Sweats. I roll onto my left shoulder, pulling the blankets to my chin. Grab hold of my legs and bring my knees to my chest. Why is it only in times of isolation and loneliness and despair and when the galactic cavern of uncertainty is the only path forward do I find myself worthy of embracing? I squeeze tighter. Crack my eyes open again, and daytime has somehow arrived.
Saturday morning now?
Maybe afternoon?
The affliction in my stomach persists, the severity increasing for long periods of time before dissipating. The pains repeat. Over and over. The acidic bile moves up my esophagus, only to change its mind and retreat down my system. The pressure builds in the other direction, knocking on my bowel’s door before surging back up. And in between, the sickness lingers at the center of my gut, buzzing like a tuning fork long after first being struck.
“My dog,” I mutter. “I need my dog.”
“He’s right there,” Fuji explains. I open my eyes and find Glitch curled up on the twin mattress by my feet, his head resting between his paws, ears perking up when I look his way, affection and concern beaming from canine eyes. “He’s been there since last night.”
I cradle the bucket like a football against my sides. Try to deny what’s coming, but it’s clear—it’s finally time. I drop my face into the bucket and retch. My guts and throat strain as the rest of my body heaves nothing but air. A little spittle off my bottom lip. Heave after heave. All dry. No vomit. I let my head fall back to the pillow.
“Rest,” Fuji whispers.
I open my eyes and the sun is gone. Fuji is asleep on the couch, and the only thing separating the room from the grasp of pitch black is the light from the fish tank. With fog enveloping the full expanse of my mind, I take inventory of my body and pains. What was once concentrated in my stomach has moved to my upper back. Muscles in my shoulders and neck contract—a current of electricity pulses through me. My body seizes, my brain unable to communicate with the central nervous system. With every spasm my pores dispose of more sweat and my body’s hydration diminishes further.
I grunt.
I scream.
This wakes Fuji.
“Hold on, young fellow.” She slides off the couch, smoothing her evening gown over her legs. She grabs her walker for support and heads to the kitchen. Brings back a glass of water. Holds it to my lips. The room-temperature liquid dribbles down my chin, some making it into my dry mouth. My throat cavity feels as though it’s plugged. I gargle and finally swallow.
“Good,” Fuji whispers.
But the spasms and dehydration give way to the next stop on the journey.
To the open-eyed nightmares.
My head rests on its side, facing the room. I watch as Fuji’s fish tank grows bigger and bigger across the back wall. The blue betta fish inside—now the size of a tuna—smiles at me with malicious intent. Tries to reach me where I rest. It rams its head against the tank’s glass pane over and over. Its macaroni mohawk and side fins more tense and vascular with each attempt. The salon chairs sprout eyes. Then mouths. They start spinning like the girl’s head in The Exorcist. Round and round while taunting me with chants: “You unleashed the killer. You unleashed the killer.” They cackle each time, eyes rolling back and mouths full of spiderweb streams of rabid saliva. Soon, they are quiet again. Angry eyes narrowing and holding me in a state of contempt. The dryer bowls above the chairs sprout pixie cuts. The eyes and mouths and hair on all three swivel chairs now pay homage.
To Laura Poole.
The chants begin once more in unison, singsongy and grating, like witches around a cauldron. “You’re gonna die soon because you unleased the killer. People are gonna die soon because you unleashed the killer. You deserve to die soon because you’re the same as the killer.”
“Shut up!”
Fuji holds her finger to her lips. “Focus on your breathing.”
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
Did you unleash the killer?
Glitch gets up at the foot of the bed. Stretches in a downward-facing dog before hovering above me. A dog’s face is never more doglike than when it looks down over your own. I close my eyes and ignore the chanting chorus. Try and forget about the psycho fish.
“Slow inhale. Long exhale,” Fuji instructs.
Breathe.
Until your problems wither away.
Breathe.
Until you’re sure you can live again.
My head lolls around on the pillow, and in between inhales, I catch flashes of the clock, praying enough time has passed and this will soon be over. Instead, Father Time has decided to torture me with agonizingly slow movements, elongating the depths of this experience.
“You look so much like him,” Fuji whispers.
“Who?” I mumble.
“Richard.”
“Who?”
“Hush, young man. Close your eyes.”
I wake up, and the sun has infiltrated the room once more. Fuji dabs my forehead with a wet cloth. Her breathing tubes remain fastened to her nose and hang off her chest. “Almost over,” she says.
I think she’s right. The spasms have ceased. The chairs are no longer demonic. The betta fish, now bite-sized, innocently blows bubbles to the surface of its tank.
“Day?”
“Sunday,” she says.
“Today is Sunday,” I say to myself, feeling for the faint traces of my weekend to-do list.
I repeat it in my mind.
Sunday.
Something vitally important was attached to Sunday.
And then I remember.
“Rocket.”
“What?”
Last Sunday I swallowed the second Lobotomy Pill out of four. Pill number three is waiting for me at the warehouse.
“I can’t stay here.”
“You can’t leave.”
“I have to be somewhere.”
“You have no choice. We discussed this.”
“I feel better, I swear.”
I never thought this far ahead. Wondered what it would feel like taking the exit ramp off amphetamines—assuming it was the amphetamines and not the other prescriptions torturing me with detoxing withdrawals. The second you’re over the hump, the moment the pixelated world comes back into focus, you feel grateful. You wonder how it ever got so bad. But then you think about the drug and the reasons why you were taking it to begin with and know how impossible each hour, minute, and second feels without your vice.
So you make a goal. Three months clean, and then I’ll just dabble. No more benders.
Then you negotiate. One month sober, and then I’ll be good.
You give in. Give it a couple of days, and then I’ll pop those pills and ride those highs.
But today, provided I can get out from underneath Fuji’s surveillance, I should receive the third Lobotomy Pill. And one week from now I will be swallowing the fourth and final one. My full memory will be wiped, addictions included. So, the negotiation has nothing to do with sobriety for the sake of sobriety. No one- or three-month timelines. This is a bargaining session concerning one week.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Fuji says in a flat tone. She begins to cough—deep and howling. “We agreed to do it my way.” She reminds me of the agreement’s specifics. No more Adderall. No more Vyvanse. No more Dr. Pill and all the other stuff he gives me. Explains that detoxing was just the first step of our verbal contract. That her guided therapy is next. “Without thorough dialogue, you cannot explore your own subconscious, and you will never find the kind of peace you need. There will always be a drug or pill you crave.”
Yeah, that’s the point.
“Remind me what happens if I don’t comply?”
“I call the cops. Tell them about what you and your friend stole from me.”
“And why do you want to help me?”
“Who said I’m doing this to help you?” She sits down on the nearest swivel chair. Unwinds a thin string holding a spiral notebook closed. Dabs the tip of a ballpoint pen to her tongue, and tests it on a new page in the book. “I just want to talk. You can start anywhere. You can tell me about the first time you tried drugs. You can tell me about your childhood. Whatever you’d like. Maybe your mom or dad.”
The hum, so distinct, has returned.
“How long do we have to do this until you’re satisfied?”
“Until you return to normal,” she says, bursting back into a coughing fit. She folds over in the chair, holding her mouth. Between coughs, she gasps for air. Wheezes.
I sit up in bed, fully in control of my body for the first time all weekend. A residual headache, no doubt, but I’m no longer at the mercy of my withdrawals. Fuji continues to gasp for air. “Hold on, Fuji.” It’s my turn to play caretaker to the patient. My legs are jelly on the first few steps toward the old Japanese woman. My thighs begin to harden. My calves grow stable. I check the connection with her breathing tubes and tanks. And at that moment, I recognize an opportunity.
It’s the new goal.
The beginning of the latest negotiation.
A negotiation where deception is leverage, and I’m about to use it on a helpless old lady.
“The air funnel on this tank is blocked,” I tell her, looking down at the pressure gauge. “Let me grab a replacement out of my truck.” Fuji starts to gather her breath, the gasping and wheezing diminishing. The coughs are smaller in scope. She holds her throat and stares at her feet. She nods with permission. This is nothing serious but she doesn’t realize that yet. Probably a drink of water is all she needs. But I need something else.
“I’ll be right back.” Glitch bounds off the mattress and out of the nook, following me out the door.
To the truck.
And the negotiation is over.
I open the door, and Glitch jumps onto the front seat.
And the bargain is reached.
The truck’s engine roars.
One more week.
On to the next pill.
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





SEVENTEEN
I’m at the warehouse not even twenty minutes after bolting from Fuji’s salon-turned-house-turned-makeshift-rehabilitation-center. No Rocket this time. Only Caris and his Napoleon stature and energy. He grunts and I follow him downstairs and into the arsenal room where guns are still mounted to the wall while mold from the floorboards penetrates the sinuses. The cage sits in the corner underneath the dangling light bulb, no longer containing a drooling, sloppy man. To the right of the staircase are the same wooden crates as before, hay poking out, and no discernable ability to see inside.
“What’s in the crates?”
Caris ignores me. He fetches the pillbox and opens it. Holds up the third Lobotomy Pill, and I open my palm to receive it.
“Water?”
I shake my head. Pop the pill in my mouth and swallow.
Back on schedule.
And as the pill slides down my esophagus, soon to be broken down by the acids in my gut, dissolved and absorbed into my bloodstream, the countdown clock can begin anew.
Seven days.
Seven days until pill number four.
Seven days until the final pieces of my memory, the most recent events of my life, burn away. Then, not long after, perhaps after a period spent in that cage, I will be new. I won’t be Dash. I won’t be Chris. Not a reporter. Not a medical supplies deliveryman.
Seven days.
That’s it.
Seven is the new name of control.
“You’re still journaling your most recent memory, right?” Caris asks.
Shit.
I lost all of yesterday to detox and never took out a Post-it note.
“Yes,” I partially lie.
Caris shrugs and walks away.
Glitch and I are back in the Golden Home Medical truck and on the road. The poor dog hasn’t eaten in a couple of days—unless Fuji fed him something while I was melting into detoxing oblivion. Doubtful though. I drive to the grocery store so I can buy him some food, and as I do, my mind starts to focus on the consequences of my mistakes. Will Fuji call the cops? Will they be waiting for me at my apartment? Or worse, is the killer there waiting for me?
Not staying there tonight.
Going to have to sleep in the truck.
I find a parking spot. Take out a Post-it note and scribble down the oldest memory I can locate in my mind. The night of college graduation. Feel very sad. Not sure why. Age: twenty-one. Now I’m really back on track.
I rub Glitch’s ears and crack the windows. Tell him I won’t be long.
Inside, the floors are streaked with shopping cart skid marks brought on by impatient people feeling the same way I do at this moment—hating grocery stores for the abnormal stress they create, the inexplicable reasons they create it, and the overpowering urge to just get what you came for and get the fuck out as soon as possible.
I walk down the cereal aisle.
Past the colorful cardboard boxes adorned with cartoon characters selling sugar to kids. Dodge a man pushing his cart with his head cocked toward jars of jams and jellies and preserves. I realize he looks familiar.
Was I spying on his smartphone last week?
I drop a small bag of kibble and a few cans of wet food into the cart. Push it back up to the checkout counters surrounded by tabloids and Reese’s and Skittles and get in line. At the other end of the store, Joan—colleague, crush, and rare friend at the Coast News—calmly walks her cart in my direction. Navy scarf tied around her neck. Black sweaterdress. She hasn’t noticed me yet. Instead, she looks down at a sheet of paper, probably her shopping list. I hold my gaze, waiting for her to recognize me and transform these nervous wasps buzzing in my gut into anxious dragons.
And then it happens.
It starts with a woman the next lane over. She’s flipping through a magazine. She looks up at me, and the whites of her eyes expand into her forehead. Me? I turn around and make sure she isn’t reacting to something else. But no. She’s still staring. “Are you that reporter?” she asks.
“Maybe?”
The couple standing behind her realizes what she’s asked. Now I’m staring at their tonsils and wide eyes.
One by one, everyone within the section of the store turns in my direction.
An older man points at me.
Another couple begins whispering.
The cashier in charge of my line asks the person a question and they both look back in my direction.
Joan finally notices me, but it’s not the look of recognition and surprise I was hoping to receive. It’s something else.
Concern.
She swerves around the mess of gawkers. Parks her cart to the side of the checkout lane.
“Hi,” she says with caution.
“Hi. Good to see you.”
“Are you doing alright?”
“It’s been a weekend.”
“I’m sure. I was terrified when I heard.” She leans in closer, lowering her voice. “What did the police say or do?”
“The Coast News investigation? I don’t think the cops are involved. Just some third-party group.”
“Oh my God,” she says, pain hugging her tone. “No—not the investigation. Have you seen the news?”
“News?”
Joan takes her phone out, and as she does, I look up and see several others doing the same. “I’m so sorry.” She hands it to me. I load one news site after the next. Read the headlines and comments. The photos locals have posted on Twitter/X from the scene. I swipe up and continue to absorb what I’m looking at until it becomes clear. Guilt’s crushing embrace has me once again.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
What in the world have you done?
“I have to go,” I tell her.
She puts her hand atop my shoulder. “You shouldn’t stay at your place,” she says. “Let me know if you need any help.”
I thank her and say goodbye. Pull my hoodie over the top of my head and slink out of the store. Speed walk back to the truck. Back to Glitch, the only living thing that has seen both parts of my life—the daytime episodes and nighttime errors—and loves me nonetheless. I pull out of the lot and drive.
Anywhere.
Just not home.
After fifteen minutes, the first raindrops smack glossy against the windshield. Smear the view out into the real world. Blur the damage out there I’ve once again caused.
Air flows through the open window and into my lungs, but I can’t exhale and let go of what I’m feeling because trauma and confusion work together like an atomic bomb, and I’m in no position to split that atom, and I have nowhere to go but the one place harboring the only person that wants to help me. I flip around at the next intersection. I know where I need to go. What I need to do.
At least for now.
A few minutes later, I’m back in front of the house. Glitch and I walk through the front door, greeted by the salon chairs and the fish tank and a glowing television. Fuji turns her head.
“This is a bit of a surprise,” she says.
I fight back the immense urge to cry. A car tire wedges in my throat, and I can’t swallow it. Then, through a gush of tears, I uncork it.
“I need to tell you things.”
“That’s all I wanted.” She smiles.
Soon, I’m seated, eyes locked to the tops of my shoes, and I tell her everything.
Ever-y-thing.
Rocket and the Subterraneans. The man at the dealership. The freeway. The missions I carried out with Enzo and when I burglarized her home. I tell her about the Coast News and the story I made up and how it has led to the killer and his taunts. My cocktail of meds. The Lobotomy Pills. Fuji listens intently, never speaking a word, hardly even fidgeting, her silence only broken by a consistent wheeze from her lungs.
The TV begins to broadcast the local news, and the top story mirrors what I read on Joan’s phone. The same one evoking the reactions from strangers in the grocery store.
The whole of my sins is now greater than the sum of their parts.
Fuji resists any urge to look back at the television as the reporter details the double murder. She resists because she’s listening to me. And I report to her my local news. About Emily and Veronica. My neighbors. Former neighbors.
My sins now corrupt the fates of others.
Through short breaths, with the saltiest teardrops rolling off my lips, I explain how out on the sand dunes, underneath a message written in kelp that reads, My Latest Story, their bodies—a weekend of torture evident across their flesh—were found earlier today.
And all I want to do is close my eyes and fall asleep.
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EIGHTEEN
Sleep never arrives.
I receive an email from the Coast News just after sunrise. They want me to confirm my attendance at today’s interview. They don’t say it in their email, but the news about Emily and Veronica is the real reason they want to wrap up this investigation sooner rather than later.
“You gonna go?” Fuji asks.
“Not going will cause me more problems.”
“Coffee?”
“Fresh pot?”
“Yes, in the kitchen. I’ll be right back.”
I stayed at Fuji’s the entire night, and neither of us slept much. Fuji asked question after question. For once, I answered truthfully. Fuji would only tap the top of my hand with her own. “Poor boy,” she repeated. Now and again, she’d fall asleep. I would try to do the same. My body was exhausted, but my consciousness was unwilling to give in. Still, the act of telling the truth—as much of it as I can remember at this point—feels like a hot shower after a day of splashing in mud. Truth, as it turns out, is the power wash for the soul.
“You’ll need this.” Fuji lifts a coffee mug out of the basket fixed to her walker. Hands it to me.
“Good, no?”
“This is fresh?”
“Not fresh-fresh.”
“Tastes not fresh-fresh.”
She turns on the television and finds Jeopardy!
“Is this the same episode you were watching last night?”
“It’s an important episode.”
“How old is it?”
“It’s from seven years ago.”
“Do you only watch this one episode?”
“You’ve got your shit and I’ve got mine,” she says.
I take Glitch down the hall and past the two rooms that Fuji has crammed with an endless array of furniture and electronics and boxes and boxes and boxes of stuff out of sight and out of mind. We head out to the backyard, and Glitch sniffs around before doing his business. I start to think about the last twenty-four hours. Hope like hell that the serial killer that I’ve pissed off didn’t track my movements back to Fuji. Rewind my drive back here in my head. I don’t remember seeing any cars behind me. No silhouettes in parked vehicles near her house as I approached it. Please, God, let this be the case. Glitch and I go back inside.
“I think I better get going.”
“Now?”
“My shift at the data center starts in about an hour.”
“Are you sure you want to go back there?” Fuji asks.
“It’ll give me something else to focus on besides Emily and Veronica.”
Fuji asks if the weekend’s news will raise suspicion. She’s walking the line between caring-maternal and extreme-judgmental. I tell her how nobody at the data center pays attention to anyone else. How it’s designed to keep us from socializing.
“Just remember, there’s no problem so bad that it can’t be made worse.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Oh—doesn’t matter, I suppose.” She fidgets with her breathing tube. Holds the mask in place at her mouth. Crooks her head and her eyes moisten with kindness. “There’s good in you. You’ve just forgotten.”
Goosebumps ripple across the backs of my arms. What is that feeling? Warmth swirls in my chest.
Fuji asks if Glitch can stay and keep her company. I give her feeding instructions and grab my wallet off a salon chair. Make sure I have my badge. “Be back this evening.” I start to close the door behind me but pause. “Fuji?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you.”
    
The Golden Home Medical truck struggles against the uneven pavement found on on-ramps and freeway exits. I didn’t have time to switch it out for my car, which is an issue because the underground parking at the data center cannot accommodate the truck’s size. I pull into the vacant lot in front of the building, the outer walls made of granite and paranoia. As I take the stairs to enter the building, another man, slightly heavyset, lumbers one floor up. He turns, and I catch the profile of his face. In an instant, I recognize him.
He’s the man in white briefs. No longer caged. No longer feeble. My reality is becoming increasingly cramped with what-the-fuck moments.
“Hey!”
He looks down the center of the stairwell. Stops and waits for me.
“What are you doing here?”
“Do I know you?”
Yes, but not really. “No, but—” I hesitate. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to reference his past life or that I know he’s taken the full dose of Lobotomy Pills. “Your name is Phillip, right?”
He looks down at his badge. “You must be confusing me with someone else,” he says in an irritated tone. “My name is Walter. And you are?”
Right. The badge. “Chris. I work on floor two. You?”
“Floor three.”
We stand there, each assessing the other’s endgame. Finally, I lay my cards down. “Can I just ask why are you’re here? Shouldn’t you be starting over in some other state or country?”
He looks around and makes sure nobody else is within earshot. “Look,” he says tersely, “we’re not supposed to talk about any of that. But since you’re too dense to piece this together—I’m guessing this is your last mission for Rocket, right?”
I nod.
“Well, I have my missions too. I haven’t earned the restart yet. Guessing it’s the same for everyone else here.” His face relaxes out of its near combat demeanor. “I don’t mean to be an asshole. But we’re all just trying to work our way through those pills, am I right?”
“I suppose so.”
“I wish you luck. But a word of advice, don’t talk to anyone else. I doubt the suits would like it. Nor would Rocket. Do your job and get out.”
I’m at my workstation and still confused as fuck. I should probably call Enzo and see what he thinks. Instead, I play mental Jenga on whether I should or shouldn’t reveal my disorientation to the only person I trust within the Subterraneans. I’ll hold off for now. But maybe this is a sign of something else—my memory is slowly dissolving.
I take out the Post-it stack. Write down the oldest memory I can find in my head. Job interview at the Coast News. Age: twenty-three. That’s when I first met Terry. Not a great memory. Terry simultaneously mocked me for including my college GPA on my résumé while also grilling me about why it wasn’t a perfect 4.0. “Are you one of those people that love half measures for everything in life?” I can’t remember anything earlier than that. I scan the previous Post-it notes I’ve left myself, the age ticking backward, and none of what I’ve written jogs a memory.
But I know I remember Phillip in that cage with his drool and shit-streaked briefs. But, most importantly, I remember what Rocket told me about him. That he earned a new life, the beginning of which was imminent.
But Phillip or Walter can only occupy so much of my quickly diminishing energy. I work through the daily recordings and quotas. Stay in my seat through the four-hour shift. Never give my computer-strained eyes a moment to recover. Phillip was right about one thing. Do your job and get out.
My shift ends, and I’m back in the truck. But the day’s challenges have only begun. I head back to the peninsula.
To the Coast News.
    
I park around the corner since I would rather avoid anyone at the Coast News asking about Golden Home Medical and this commercial delivery truck. I find Cal waiting in front of the building. He stands, leaning up against a white sedan—probably a rental.
“I thought I might see you today,” Cal says. He smiles but in a way that shows he’s afraid on my behalf.
“Are you leaving for lunch or stalking me?”
“I could lie and say this was a happy coincidence.”
We talk about the investigation. He tells me they interviewed him last week.
“I only told them what I know about you. That ‘Dash is an honest reporter just trying to crack a huge story.’”
“They buy it?”
“Hard to say.”
“Is the investigator a hard-ass?”
“He’s a hired mercenary, isn’t he?”
We shoot the shit a bit. Cal tells me what he’s been working on—a few one-off stories that neither satisfy him as a reporter or get him closer to a promotion or role as an editor. Eventually, he gets to the real reason for his concern. Why he waited for me.
Cal knew Emily and Veronica from stopping by my place enough.
“Scary shit. Have you talked to the cops?”
“Not yet.”
“You have to ask the cops for help, man.” He sounds exasperated. “Whatever the truth is with the story—it doesn’t freaking matter anymore. What matters is you’re safe, and I’m not so certain you are.”
I do what I can to reassure him. Tell him I’ll follow through with the cops, even if they seem to be more suspicious of me lately. That I’ll prioritize my well-being. The strain in his face eases, and he reverts to the ho-hum friend I know well.
He pats me on the shoulder. “Please know that whatever you did—I don’t care. But you don’t have to bear all this by yourself, okay?”
“Thank you,” is all I can think to say. But I know it’s honest.
I find the formerly friendly security guard at the front desk in the lobby. He greets me with a cold exchange. We both know why I’m there, and he escorts me upstairs to the Bob Woodward Room. The door is open, and inside, the investigator I spoke to on the phone, Lee Berenger, awaits. He looks like I expected him to look. Like a vanilla yogurt dude from the Northeast still carrying a chip on his shoulder because he never made the dean’s honor list at Dartmouth.
After exchanging introductory greetings, he transitions to the business at hand. “Why don’t we get to it?” He opens his laptop. “Still good with this?”
“Sure. Why not.”
“Nice strong, confident attitude. Signals you have nothing to hide.” Lee squints at the computer screen I can’t see. “Go ahead and have a seat right there,” he says, motioning to the nearest chair. “We’re just going to walk through some questions about your story.”
“No worries,” I say in a tone that instead communicates, Fuck you, Lee.
“Let’s start with the procedural questions.” He folds the cuffs on his white shirt back and pushes the sleeves up his forearms. Fusses with the mouse and stares at the monitor. “Please state your first and last name.”
“Dash Hassan.”
“Date of birth?”
“It’s December,” I say, trailing off because the date eludes me. Holy shit. Have I forgotten my birthday? Is that possible? No, it can’t be possible. I start trying to locate a memory of an office birthday party. A night celebrating out at bars. Try to triangulate the date from that memory.
“It’s December what?”
“Hang on,” I say, reaching for my wallet. “I’ll check my license.”
“Is this a joke? You need your driver’s license to answer this?”
I can’t help but laugh, and this does not please Lee.
“If you’re not going to take this seriously, then I might as well wrap this up.”
“No, sorry. Hang on a second.” I find my license and start to read off the date when a soft knock on the door interrupts us.
“Sorry for barging in,” the security guard says, sticking his head through the narrow opening in the doorframe. “But there are two officers here, and they want to speak with Dash.”
“I only need fifteen minutes,” Lee whines.
“They say they only need five.”
“Fine.” Lee slams his laptop shut. “They can talk to him. He needs an attitude check anyway. I’ll be down the hall.”
The guard turns to me. “You okay to speak with them?”
Not really. “Sure.”
A few moments later, Officers Affleck and Damon stride through the door. Affleck holds on to his Batman utility belt while Damon clutches a slim folder.
“Well, well, look who we found,” Damon says.
“We were beginning to think we’d never see you again,” Affleck mocks.
“How can I help you?” I cross my legs and feign disinterest.
Affleck walks over to the side of the desk where Lee’s computer rests. Plays with the chair on wheels. Damon holds his place near the door. I have one-half of Good Will Hunting to my left and the other to my right. “We’re glad we caught you while you were here. We stopped by your apartment yesterday, but you never answered the door.”
“Was very sick this weekend.”
“What kind of sick?” Affleck asks.
“Flu, I think.”
“Yeah, they say that’s going around,” Damon says. “You should really get a flu shot, you know?” He makes some more small talk before transitioning to Emily and Veronica. “I’m sure you saw the news.” I nod. He puffs his chest out. “Obviously, we have to talk to you about it.” He asks me three questions: “Did you know the twins well?” “Did they participate in your story in any manner?” “Did you have any contact with them within the last week?”
I give my three answers.
One: “I knew them as neighbors, nothing more.”
Two: “Not at all.”
Three: “I had a short conversation with them Friday afternoon or early evening.”
Damon starts back up. “Would you say it was a conversation or an argument? Another neighbor of yours reported that it looked like a disagreement of some kind.”
“They were mad about my dog shitting on the grass. That’s all.”
“That same neighbor also said you drove off in a hurry after talking with them. Where were you going?”
“Am I being investigated?” I ask, knowing the obvious truth.
“We’re just talking,” Affleck says.
Damon places the folder in front of me on the desk. He doesn’t slam it down or slide it across dramatically like they do in cop shows. “Take a look,” he says.
I open the folder. Stare at its contents. Glossy and freshly developed photos of Enzo and me outside the warehouse. Clear as day. Taken from an angle that a paparazzi would choose. Anxiety scorches my blood from red to white. My armpits crank out heat and musk.
“We received these the same day we recovered the twins’ bodies. We got it through the mail without a return address.”
“You have some photos of me, and you have a murder case. Not sure I see the connection.”
“Not saying there is one. But can you tell us about the photos? Who is that with you?” Damon asks.
I run through the moves available to me and find the obvious one. I get out of the chair. Face the door. “Look, if you intend to arrest me, do it.” I hold my hands out so they can cuff me. “If not, I’ll be going now.” I start for the door, waiting to see if my bluff is a winner. Damon doesn’t stop me. Instead, he stares at Affleck, defeat drenching his face. “The next time we talk, I’ll have a lawyer on hand.”
877-Rick-Sues?
I speed walk out of the Coast News. Back around the corner and to the truck. For the millionth time in the last few weeks, I’m hyperventilating. I breathe into an empty paper bag from a fast-food stop days ago. I start asking myself all the questions someone who is about to be found out starts asking.
Do they know what I’ve been doing?
Can they determine the warehouse’s location from the photo?
Have they already shaken down Rocket?
I head to the pier to warn Caris and Rocket. To beg them to let me finish what we started and get me to a new town where I’ll complete this mission under a new alias, with a new identity, at a different data facility. Maybe Rocket was genuine when he said I’m a special little bird. Maybe he’ll take pity.
I drive around the streets near the pier several times. Up the hill and back down. Through the residential areas. Make sure nobody is tailing me. I park the truck behind a liquor store and walk to the warehouse, palms sweaty and quivering in my hoodie’s front pocket. The fish market is in full operation. Bass and salmon and cod displayed over ice, glassy eyeballs winning the staring contest with the ceiling. Only a few patrons are inside. Probably local restaurateurs shopping for tonight’s special. I look for Caris. I would prefer him over Rocket to deliver the news, but I see neither. The owner of the market is at the front register. He’s a Subterranean, but he’s not wearing his trench coat at the moment. Instead, it’s his civilian camouflage—a dress shirt and slacks, blending in with society. He recognizes me and looks away. I take that as permission to head downstairs. I march down the steps and into the basement. Put my hands on my hips and pace. Rack my brain for what to do next. The shoppers’ footsteps thud above me. Dust falls from the basement’s ceiling, glimmering particles cascade down like tiny snowflakes in a quiet storm. The weapons are still mounted to the wall. The crates with hay sticking out nearby. The cage is still here too, now empty. To the right of the cage is the lone filing cabinet in the room, four drawers in all.
I don’t know why I do it, but I do.
I walk over. Pull the first drawer out. It’s full of files—each one adorned with a slip listing a first name, organized alphabetically. These are our files. The Subterraneans. All of Rocket’s little birds are documented and stored. But the first two files in the drawer are unmarked. Nothing alphabetical to indicate their placement at the front. I pull them out and look them over. It’s the files Rocket gave me the night of my testimony. The man in North Dakota. The woman in Munich. I wonder why they aren’t in their natural listings. Why they don’t have their names inked at the top. I flip to the D’s, searching for my file, wondering what they are really archiving. But it’s not here. No file with “Dash Hassan.” Maybe this isn’t all of them? The cage, ominous and creepy, reminds me of someone else.
Phillip.
I open the third drawer down, and rummage past the N’s and a few O’s. Eventually, I find him. Phillip Anasio. A photo of him is pinned to the left corner like a crime file. Beneath the photo is a form divided into sections marked with bolded letters: CYCLES.
People use the phrase “to my horror” when expressing disbelief over life-changing realizations. The kind they only think exists in nightmares. In the bleakest corners of their subconscious. But safety is often a mirage and nightmares are real even for the lucid. And to my horror, as I realize what each cycle represents, I now know the truth.
It’s not about a fresh start. Nor a new life.
It’s not about getting past the worst thing we’ve ever done and starting over in a new town as a fresh version of ourselves.
Instead, it turns out this is about control, just as Rocket once explained. But it isn’t about the control we earn as we burn out our memories. It’s about how they control us. Manipulate each person into what they need. Exploit the vacant minds we willingly empty.
I read Phillip’s file over again. He’s had previous missions and full doses of the Lobotomy Pills in two other towns. Three cycles now in total. The first two cycles were a full walk from a recruit to breaking into homes to roles at different data centers. This last time around, they restarted him and sent him straight to the data center in Gilroy. The only explanation why is found in the form of a handwritten note reading, Need more staff. Each cycle concludes when he takes the fourth Lobotomy Pill. But when they erase him they also start him over at the exact point and exact location they most need him. While in a temporary state of coma—the caged “rebuilding phase”—they narrate a past that blends truth and fiction back to him. Stuff his mind with even more regret. They use small doses of the Emergency Pill to build him up. They do this multiple times. Rinse and repeat. He’s never free. Instead, they fill his head just enough to keep him in their never-ending loop of free labor.
We’re the perfect henchmen. The ultimate workforce.
I look back over the first two files. The man in North Dakota. The woman in Munich. Their files say nothing about cycles. Nothing about small doses of the Emergency Pill. And then it hits me. These are just dummy files. Fool’s gold for a fool like me.
Does Enzo know?
I’m disgusted. Disgusted by the scent of fish. Disgusted with the cops and their suspicions. With the killer and my connection with this fucked-up cult. Disgusted with myself. I wonder how much time I have until everything boils over. Until it’s too late to fix my mess.
I open the second drawer and scavenge the files until I find Enzo’s. Pull it out. But before I can read it, I hear it over my shoulder. The fake baritone designed to compensate for his short and otherwise unintimidating stature.
It’s Caris.
“What are you doing?”
One way in. One way out. And if I wait any longer, there will be more than Caris standing in my way. I hold tight to Enzo’s file. Start to walk slowly at Caris. I divide the distance between us into thirds, and as the first third is nearly reached, I start to pick up my pace, feeling him out and what he might try to do. He tells me to stop, but I can’t obey. Not anymore. The last third is here and I’m in full sprint, ready for him to step in front of me, which of course he does, but I’ve prepared for this.
Control is about advantage.
And at this moment, size is the only one I hold.
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NINETEEN
Enemies lurk and pursue with hearts overflowing with volcanic malice, their faces blank because they are no one, and they are everyone all at once. Your gardener. Your FedEx deliveryman. The first person you see donning a beige or navy or brown trench coat. Anyone looking to cut the line and receive their Lobotomy Pills faster by capturing me—the Judas Iscariot of the Liberty Subterraneans. And right now my only guard against the threats beyond is nothing more than a slab of wood, a couple inches thick, sanded and finished.
Fuji’s front door. Its deadbolt locked.
That’s all that separates me from my problems. So I wait. Bide my time here at Fuji’s salon and ensure we’re safe. I hide the delivery truck several blocks away. Take apart my phone and her phone, making sure they weren’t bugged by anyone in the Subterraneans. Fuji even uses Instacart and orders a pair of burner phones to be extra careful. I check every device in the house. Look for a Raspberry Pi in the several computers and smart TVs she has hoarded with all the other junk in the rooms down the hall. I find nothing and feel somewhat secure that we’re off their grid. But every now and again, that door rattles—maybe a gust of wind off the ocean, maybe the pipes in the house giving it a shake—and when it does, I’m sure the end is here. Quoth the Raven, blah blah.
I’ve been holed up for three days and three nights with Fuji. Each sunrise, she awakes within her nook, a spring of happiness as she remembers Glitch and I are her guests. But come noon, her energy wanes. Soon she’s back asleep. My heart aches because I know what this means for her, and worse, I know she knows.
On top of it all, sleep continues to evade me. At least not for any period greater than twenty or thirty minutes. Not because of amphetamines. I can’t even fault a particular memory for insomnia. In fact, memories are becoming a problem growing smaller by the day. The effects of the first three Lobotomy Pills have set in. Probably 70 percent of my life’s memories should all be gone. I did the Post-it exercise out of habit this morning. Moving into my apartment. Age: twenty-four. My license tells me I’m thirty-two.
But that’s not one of my problems.
Right now, police are digging hard into Emily and Veronica’s deaths. They already know they were my neighbors. They’ve connected the killer to me because of the Coast News and the fake story. Maybe they think I’m the killer. Maybe they just need to gather some piece of evidence to warrant an arrest. Worse, the person that killed Emily and Veronica—the serial killer I provoked—has gone from threatening letters to phone calls to murdering people I know. The escalation suggests it’s going to get closer. And closer. Until he finally has me.
But the police and the killer only represent one-half of the problem.
The Subterraneans are the other half.
Caris undoubtedly has alerted Rocket about what I did, which means I’m no special little bird. I’m a pariah to the whole operation. Even Enzo has gone cold on me. I texted him on the burner phone each day, giving more and more info as to why we needed to talk, stopping just short of mentioning that I had his file. Information that shows just what Rocket and the Subterraneans have done to him. How they’ve used him. And why Enzo isn’t really the person that he or I thought.
I decide to text him one more time:
I have proof but it’s going to feel pretty close to home. I have your file. Hate me later but you need to see the truth. 


“Hungry?” Fuji asks. She keeps her eyes closed when she speaks.
“I’m fine. Can I get you anything?”
“No, thank you. Where’s Glitch?”
Glitch’s ears perk up. He looks at her, then back at me, asking permission to go over and say hello to her in the nook. “Go ahead, boy.” He hops up on his hind legs. Places his chin on the corner of her pillow, and she giggles upon the first sensation of his sandpaper tongue on her cheek.
“How are you feeling?”
“Hanging in.”
“Know what you’re going to do?”
I run my hand through my hair. Greasy and thinner than I remember. But what do I remember anyway? Two days from now, I was supposed to take the final Lobotomy Pill. No idea what happens now. This feels like a cross-country road trip finally coming to an end, only for the car to break down two blocks from your home.
I tell Fuji that I’m out of options. She stacks her pillows up behind her back and sits up.
“Doing right by yourself is always an option.”
“I think I stopped doing right a long time ago.”
My phone vibrates because Enzo is calling—which makes me paranoid. One of Rocket’s goons spoofing the number? I walk down the hall, out of earshot. Hold my trembling finger over the icon to answer the call. It vibrates again. Answer it or don’t? Vibrates more. If I don’t, I may never hear from Enzo again. The phone buzzes one more time. I press down on the icon.
“Three a.m.,” I hear Enzo say, his voice bringing a needed degree of relief. “The parking garage behind the indie movie theater downtown.”
I spend the rest of the night caring for Fuji, making her some chicken soup, tilting the bowl to her lips. She doesn’t take much. I wipe the corners of her mouth and she thanks me with a smile. But the process of eating just makes her more tired and around nine, she’s asleep again.
I take Glitch out to Fuji’s backyard, the wooden fence guarding the view from any onlookers. I throw a tennis ball for him, again and again, the ball becoming a mix of fuzz and saliva. His tongue hangs over the side of his mouth. He drops the ball at my feet before shuffling backward—never too much for him. “Okay, boy.” I rub the top of his head and pull him in close. His snout finds a home under my armpit. “I need you to stay here and watch over the old lady. Can you do that?” I kiss him between his eyes. He presses his face into mine as I do. I leave him with Fuji and head downtown.
    
I make sure to beat Enzo to the parking garage. I scope out the area, starting from farther away and making my way to the meeting spot. Make sure this isn’t an ambush. Enzo pulls up in a 1980s Chrysler LeBaron. He’s alone. I try small talk at first, feeling him out, but it’s clear he’s prickly. He doesn’t want anything to do with me. Tells me that Caris and Rocket have made it known I’ve been blacklisted. An enemy of the state. Any Subterranean that sees me is to report my whereabouts. If they’re particularly daring, there is a reward for physically bringing me back to the warehouse: immediate access to the Lobotomy Pills, as predicted.
“How can I trust you won’t bring me to them?” I ask.
“I guess you don’t really have a choice but to trust me, do you?”
“After I show you this”—I hold up his folder—“you’ll realize it’s me you should trust.”
Enzo scans through the file. I read his face while he takes a violent mental trip. One that sends his mind running up the peaks of sensemaking, into the valleys of second-guessing and denials and blaming himself and rage and blaming everyone but himself and back to rage, until the journey ends within the sunken canyons by the names of sorrow and disbelief.
“This can’t be real,” he says. He cradles the folder on his forearm and keeps his eyes locked on the documentation. Of course, I read it over the first opportunity I had. And it’s worse than anything I read about Phillip. They have held Enzo—with his easy-come, easy-go personality—in a continuum of cycles for six years. Easy-kept, as it turns out.
They did fulfill one promise to him. They moved him from his home in Detroit to the West Coast. His files don’t say anything about his life back in Michigan. And unlike Phillip’s folder, the original reason for Enzo getting mixed up with Rocket—the shameful memory or memories he likely put on a recorded tape many years ago—is left undocumented. Because as the cycles carried on, Rocket or Caris or whoever was managing Enzo’s trapped existence repeatedly changed the details of his life when rebooting him. Instilling an understanding of himself, his greatest sins, and a deep need for the Lobotomy Pills that were worse and worse each time. Ensuring Enzo would have no choice but to judge himself as a piece of shit in need of what they were selling. His file listed “Arsonist” three years ago as his worst secret. A year later, it read “War Crimes.” The ambiguity was more haunting than anything else. And if the details they were devising weren’t enough, his name became fodder for manipulation. He was Roger in Detroit. Then Jeffrey after the third cycle. He’s only been Enzo for under a year and a half.
“Is it?” he asks.
“Is it what?”
“Is it real?”
“You’re asking the wrong fucking guy about what’s real.”
“So, what are we going to do?”
“There is no we, Enzo.” We each come to the same reminder about his name. “Sorry. I don’t know what to call you now. But I have to go.”
“Why?”
“Because, idiot—you just told me Rocket has basically put a bounty on my head. Caris probably checked and saw that I took your file. For all I know, someone followed you here to get to me.”
“But what about me?” he asks.
“What about you?”
“You’re just going to leave me?”
I want to pull his lungs out through his nostrils for acting like I still owe him something. And for a millisecond, I move toward him, vengeance as seductive as ever. But his eyes are now watering, and for some reason, that classifies him as wounded enough. “Just be grateful I risked as much as I did so you could know the truth. I don’t give a shit what you do now. Don’t forget, you’re the asshole that brought me to Rocket in the first place.” I walk past him and leave him standing idle in the garage, where the lonely night is only made lonelier with the loss of a friend. “So fuck you.”
    
At sunrise, Fuji turns on her side, reaches for her glasses. Rubs sleep goo out of the corners of her eyes.
“Sleep at all?” she asks.
“A little here, even less there.”
“When was the last time you really slept?”
“A few weeks ago, I guess.”
“Do you remember what you dreamed about?”
“No, why?”
“Just curious.”
Fuji asks me to turn on the TV so she can watch the morning news. She loves the local weatherman on channel four because of his lisp. She giggles each time he says “thh-unny.” I start to laugh with her. Afterward, she gets out of bed and fights with her walker, arms trembling as she pulls herself out of the nook and heads down the hall. I listen to the sound of water refilling the toilet’s reservoir as Fuji returns to her bed, book in hand.
“How’s the memory today?”
“It’s foggy, but I still have some memories from recent years.” And I don’t know if I want that. Maybe I still want to go all the way. If I die tomorrow—by a killer’s hand or in a car crash—I’d prefer to die content that I never fucked up anyone else’s life. Never hurt anyone I loved or someone who loved me.
She starts picking through her book, alternating between the back pages—an index or glossary—and around the middle. “Do you remember anything from when you were a boy?”
“No.”
“Do you remember your mom?”
“I don’t.”
“Dad?”
I search every crevice of my mind and all I find is the sound—the hum—blooming at a rising volume. “No.”
“You should eat breakfast.”
The hum breaks apart. The volume dial turned back to the left. “Maybe later.”
I fetch a glass of water. My body aches with dehydration. The lower lumbar compressing tighter with every passing minute. Stress, the ultimate assassin. Fuji clears her throat which means she’s about to ask me something—which she does.
“You were willing to do just about anything for those pills, weren’t you?”
“Ashamed to admit it.”
“Enzo is probably no different. Can you really blame him for anything?”
“Are you advocating for the guy that also stole your identity?”
“Everybody needs help. And if you put yourself in his shoes right now, you’d feel pretty helpless.”
Glitch gets up and wanders over to a salad bowl turned doggie bowl. Slurps some water. Comes back and stretches in front of me, backside up in the air while his chin strains toward the floor. There are probably ten billion morning yoga classes practicing the same move right now.
“Tell me about the first time you agreed to steal things from people’s houses. When was that?”
“I guess you could say that was the first night I met Rocket.”
“What happened that night you met him? Walk me through it.”
“It was late at night when I left. I met Enzo at a gas station, and we later went to a car dealership. That’s where I saw the man for the first time.”
“The killer?”
“I guess. But to be honest, I have no idea anymore.”
“The killer is definitely back now.”
“Clearly.”
“Why go to the dealership?”
“Enzo suggested it.”
“And afterward?”
“That’s it, really. We went to the meeting.”
Fuji continues to flip through her book, searching for something in it.
“What’s the book?”
“This is one I got after I lost Richard.” She flashes the cover my way. I see multiple authors listed, which tells me it’s probably nonfiction and academic. The title reads, The Haunted Self. There is a subtitle, but the print is too small. Fuji tells me it’s about trauma and what it does to a person’s psyche, how our subconscious sometimes goes into survival mode to protect the rest of us.
“Did it help you—after Richard?”
“Something like that.”
I decide not to pry.
“The night you first met Rocket—can you remember anything about what you did in your apartment before leaving?”
I strain for details. “I remember watching TV for a bit.”
“What else? Try closing your eyes and visualizing this time frame.”
I follow her instructions.
“Recreate the smells. The sounds inside and outside.”
I start to see the inside of my apartment. Bookcase. Sofa. Breakfast counter dividing the living room from the kitchen. “Chess,” I say. “I moved a chess piece before I left.”
“Which piece?”
“The knight.”
“Which knight?”
“My knight. White knight.”
“If you’re white, who’s black?”
The memory of the board is a glossy puddle, rippling with each small raindrop, the clouds created by the chemical storm within my brain. But between the raindrops, the ripples dissipate. And I can see the image. The chess pieces are arranged in mid-game formations. “I move the black pieces as well. I’m not playing another person.”
“Did you move a black piece that night?”
“Just the white one.”
“Where did you move it?”
“To F6.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.”
“What are you feeling when you move that piece?”
A warm energy orbits my chest as I think about it. “Good.”
“Are you playing yourself?”
“It’s more of a sequence. I can tell you each move that comes after that one. Every move that happened before it.”
“Like you’re rehearsing moves?”
“More like I’m replaying the same game.” The warmth spreads from my chest, swirling throughout my body. Tingles up my neck. As my pulse thumps, my knuckle hairs start to flare. Fuji asks me to recite all of the moves to the game, starting from the beginning. I blurt them out like a song so deeply burrowed in your head you hum the melody without realizing it. Dxe5. Ng4. Nf3. Nc6. On it goes. She writes the sequence down in her journal.
“Do you still feel good while thinking about these moves?”
“I do.”
“If one can feel good, one can be good.”
I open my eyes. “What are you saying?”
“The real you still exists, no matter how many pills you took. And despite what you tell yourself, the real you is a good person.”
Fuji closes the book and turns on her side. “Sometimes, being good and being good to yourself isn’t even about you alone. It’s about helping others.”
Within fifteen minutes, Fuji’s breathing tubes muffle her snores. I pour some cereal into a bowl, drench it in almond milk, and swallow my thoughts.
About that night.
About the knight.
The warmth. Fuji.
I spoon cereal down my gullet and wipe my lips with my wrist. Pull out my phone and make the call. The other end picks up.
“Enzo,” I say. “Maybe we could help each other.”
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TWENTY
The plan is simple in design.
“The third-floor workstations have access to every device found in the county,” Enzo tells me over the phone. “Get on that floor and wait for me to initiate the meeting with Caris. I’ll make sure the spot is easily surveilled.”
“How will I find the meeting location?”
“The system is searchable. I’ll meet him somewhere on Cannery Row. I’ve probably installed dozens of spy cams on that block.”
But the execution is complicated.
“My badge won’t grant me access to the third floor,” I say.
“The weekend crew at the building is different than the weekday part-timers. I’ll have a new badge for you in an hour or two.”
I get Fuji settled. Make sure she’s comfortable in her nook and her tanks are working as they should. Before I left the Golden Home Medical truck near their offices, I emptied the supply of tanks at Fuji’s so she would be set for a few weeks. Long enough for me to play out the string on everything happening in my disintegrating life.
“You know what you’re doing?” she asks.
I pull all four of her blankets to her chin. Place a heating pad under her feet. “You just focus on getting some rest. I’m going to take Glitch out to the backyard and let him hang there so he doesn’t disturb you.” I look over at my dog, whose glassy eyes reflect the knowledge that we’re talking about him.
“He’s not a bother.”
“He’s a blessing. But I just want you to take care of yourself for a change. He’ll be fine out there. He couldn’t jump that fence even if he wanted.”
“How long will you be gone?”
“If all goes well, only a few hours. I need to stop by my place first for something. It’ll be quick.”
“What if the cops are waiting for you?”
It’s a decent question. I have kept my personal phone off for the most part, but when I power it back on here and there, I have several voicemails. One from Cal, sincere and concerned, trying to check in. The rest—at least half a dozen—are from the cops. Short messages. The first few asking if I could call them back or come down to the station. The last few no longer asking politely. But none of the messages suggest that I’m a suspect yet. As far as them waiting for me at my apartment, I know better.
“I covered crime at the paper long enough to know they don’t have the resources for a weeklong stakeout—especially for someone only moderately suspicious. I’ll take the back entrance to the building if it makes you feel better. Anybody parked out front won’t be able to see.”
“Please be careful.”
Fuji’s forehead wears its creases. These are the marks of age. Of decay. Every line branded into her skin so gradually it’s imperceptible until it’s too late. Father Time holds the branding iron, sizzling with immortal heat, intended for the mere mortal. But age isn’t the only barometer informing Father Time when to drive his brand into our faces.
So, too, does loss.
And as Fuji flashes her current disappointment to me, Time’s markings fold and crease harsher, but the story within each one has nothing to do with me. Those stories were told years before I met her—when despondency invaded her heart. Cynicism into her soul. When Richard was still alive. Or at least barely hanging on. There are billions of humans breathing and sleeping and hating and loving and shitting and walking and screaming every single day. But somehow, the lottery you hope to never win inevitably plays out, and a single person’s number is called. Not just any person.
The person.
And once they’re gone, you only remain as the pained survivor.
That is why Fuji’s wrinkles are pronounced so heavy with agony. Because nothing spins the hands of the clock faster or accelerates the decay of our bodies quicker than watching the most important person in your world die.
“You’re going to fall asleep soon, and when you wake up, I’ll be here like I never left.”
Her forehead and mouth relax from a pursed hold. “Okay, honey.” She closes her eyes.
Glitch follows me down the hall and into the kitchen. I fill up his bowls with water and kibble and guide him out into the backyard.
“Enjoy the fresh air, my friend.”
I set his bowls down and he sticks his face in. Starts scarfing down his food one inhale at a time. With only a few more bites to go, he looks up at me. Feels me out, and somehow, someway—the ancient wolf-and-man instincts taking over—he knows we’re about to part ways. Glitch walks over, licking his lips clean, and takes a seat in front of my feet. He looks up at me and we know what comes next.
“I know, boy.” I kneel and cup both of his ears with careful pressure. Massage them in circular motions. He tips his head closer. My forehead meets his, and he’s up on his hind legs, his front paws now placed atop my shoulders. I kiss him on his muzzle, his whiskers tickle my lips. As I stand, we share one more glance at each other, and I can’t help but wonder—if I wasn’t on the verge of not knowing myself at all, would this dog be my redemption?
“I love you, Glitch.”
    
I’m back inside when I get the text from Enzo. He’s nearly to the gas station where we agreed to meet. I pull my hoodie over my head. Slide on a pair of Ray-Bans. I grab Fuji’s car keys. She let it be known that her minivan is available to me. It’s surprisingly new—only a couple of years old and less than five thousand miles of usage. The poor woman’s illness traps her inside too often.
I take as many side streets as possible and park behind the apartment complex. I speed walk past the mailboxes, and I’m up the stairs and inside my apartment without coming across another person.
I move into the bedroom and to my desk and computer. Fire up a Word document and start typing away at blistering speed. No concern for grammar or typos.
Because there is no need.
This isn’t a story for the paper. Nor is it a description for the data center. Instead, this is the full diary of what I’ve been up to these last several weeks. From the first time I met Rocket to today and everything in between. I finish the last sentence and hit print. Two copies. Two separate envelopes. My tongue slides saliva across the adhesive strip on each, a bitter taste times two.
I’m back in the van and across town. I park near Cal’s place in Seaside. I march up to his front lawn and slip one envelope inside his mailbox. Rush back to the van and get out of sight. Drive out to Carmel-by-the-Sea using the vehicle’s navigation and find Joan’s house. A medium-sized single-story on a downward-sloping hill. Guessing the back of the house faces Carmel Beach. I drop the second envelope off in her mailbox. Now Cal and Joan will have the full story. The complete picture of what I’ve been dealing with. With the info, they know they need to be careful and keep themselves safe. Maybe they’ll be able to help somehow. But I find relief in just them knowing.
I leave Fuji’s minivan in front of her salon-turned-house and hoof it to the gas station. Fifteen minutes later, I find Enzo in the front seat of his 1980s Chrysler LeBaron. I suddenly wish I drove Fuji’s van here so we could take that instead of this dogshit car. But doing so would clue Enzo in on the old lady. Would jeopardize her more than I already am.
“Get in.”
I find my new identity resting on the passenger seat. It’s a new driver’s license. It’s clipped to employee forms I’ll soon be handing over to the building’s security guard, already filled out. I read my new name. “Mahmoud Salman.”
“You probably look more like a Mahmoud than a Dash,” Enzo laughs.
The LeBaron’s engine groans and whines in the fast lane, and we raise our voices to hear each other. “Don’t have a ton of time,” Enzo barks. He presses down on the car’s cigarette lighter mounted beneath the cassette player. To the side of the stereo is the chrome ashtray hanging open—probably permanently stuck in that position. “I’m dropping you off in Gilroy and then have to haul ass back here. I meet Caris in an hour and a half.”
“How’d you land a meeting so fast?”
“I told him I know how to find you. I knew he wouldn’t want to have the rest of that conversation over the phone.”
We pass the sand dunes. They’re now cleaned up—no trace of Emily or Veronica’s bodies. No message in kelp. The bike trail leading up to the dunes is closed off by orange police tape. The dunes are now nothing more than the ruins of my mistakes. That police tape will eventually be removed, but the blood that seeped deep into the sand remains, whether it’s perceptible or not. Just like the blood on my hands.
I take out the stack of Post-it notes. It’s as much about habit now as anything else. My mind is evaporating, and logging its progress still seems appropriate. Even if I knew what Rocket was going to do to me. So I reach as far back into my mind as I can. It’s not far. First above the fold story. Age: twenty-five.
The cigarette lighter springs out. Enzo holds the cherry tip to the cigarette clasped between his lips and sucks in. “Want one?” I turn down the offer. Less than an hour after leaving the gas station, Enzo pulls over just down the road from the data farm.
“Good luck,” he tells me.
“You too.” I open the door, clutching the documents in hand.
“Oh my God,” he grabs his forehead with his palm. “I nearly forgot. Here—you’ll need this.” He reaches inside his coat and hands me a cell phone so old it’s a technological relic.
“Recognize it? It’s a Nokia 6110!” he says with delight. But the sight of the candy bar–shaped phone delivers me zero feelings.
“Come on. Everyone had one of these in high school!”
“How the hell do you know?” I ask, half-joking.
“Oh yeah.” Enzo’s trademark enthusiasm is sniped by the inconvenient reminder that he is nobody now. And any nostalgic sentiments were only planted there by Rocket and Caris as they meticulously rebooted Enzo with an identity of their choosing. His hands squeeze the steering wheel, and his knuckles turn white. “Do you have any idea how numbing this is for me? It’s like I’m the first AI robot that became fully self-aware. Before, everything I was doing felt so purposeful. Rocket gifted me hope. I guess it gave me—what do you call it? Agency, I guess? But it turns out I was just serving the master.” He shakes his head. “And now I don’t know anything. I don’t know who I am or where I’m from. I don’t even know my real goddamn name. And you know the worst part? It wasn’t enough that I fucked up my own life. I brought you into this too. Who knows how many others over the years?”
“Look, you just found out. It’s a fresh wound right now. You’re still bleeding out. Let it scab up a bit. We’ll figure out who you are and what to do next.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry I flipped out on you. I shouldn’t have talked to you like that. It’s not your fault—any of it.”
Enzo embraces the back of my hand with his own. “Give the security guard your personal phone like always. But hide that new burner—we’ll need to communicate later.” He pulls out of the lot and heads back down the two-lane road toward the freeway going south, exhaust fumes dissipating up into the afternoon sky, the car becoming a smaller and smaller dot against the bland Gilroy horizon of uninhabited hills and untilled dirt and soil.
    
I head inside the building. Hand over my documents to the security guard, a guy—probably younger than me—with the kind of five-o’clock shadow that a fresh shave can never kill. He stares at my ID. Mahmoud’s ID. He sets it down and turns to his computer screen, cocking his head. Rubs his index finger against his eyebrow.
“One second,” he grunts. He picks up his office phone and swivels his chair away from me. My heart rises into my throat, pumping against my tonsils like a bass drum. He gives me the side-eye while whispering into the phone. I stick my hands in my hoodie’s front pocket and rub off palm sweat marked with the obvious odor of Oh fuck, I’m screwed. But he gets off the call and pulls open a drawer down by his ankles. Rummages through it. He hands me my badge and instructions for finding my workstation. I thank him and clip the badge to my sweater. His stare lingers as I head for the elevator. I’m soon on the third floor—to the glow of computer screens fighting against the office’s twilight. This is the same layout and purposeful employee isolation found on the second floor. Dash’s floor.
But this is Mahmoud’s floor.
And I am Mahmoud.
I pass cubicles, only greeted by the backs of slouching Subterraneans—poor sons of bitches either on the cusp of reaching the final Lobotomy Pill for the first time or about to be unknowingly, unwillingly rebooted back to the beginning. I wonder how many different people have been cycled in and out of here over the years. Could be dozens. Hundreds. There would be nothing stopping them from doing it to thousands of people if they are able to move them around the country without any resistance from the individuals they control.
I find workstation number ten, which the instructions tell me is Mahmoud’s. I log in with the temporary credentials given to me. Wait for the loading screen to pass. And when it does, I immediately understand the scale of everything we’ve been doing.
Enzo.
Me.
All the Subterraneans blindly following orders and completing missions.
The images populate my screen, divided into rows upon rows, columns upon columns—a matrix of black-and-white boxes—each a secret broadcast surveilling the inside of homes, family rooms, and showers. Street corners and parking structures. Employee break rooms and public toilets. I’m a butterfly fluttering hundreds of feet in the air, looking down with its thousand eyeballs, each independently trained to the sights of every inferior creature roaming aimlessly beneath me.
The box in the upper left highlights as a person enters the feed. It’s a young woman with straightened hair down to her waist and low-rise jeans. She walks into her bedroom. I watch from a “smart” thermostat—a motion-sensor Nest device mounted above her dresser. Very few people ask themselves how motion sensors operate. If they work with or without a built-in camera. Or if anyone with a screwdriver and a mission from Rocket can insert a spy cam inside of the device.
There are three lines of text in the top right corner of this feed’s box:
Town: Pacific Grove
Address: 3838 Foam St. APT # 6
Name: Alyssa Sheffield
Alyssa reaches underneath her bed. Pulls out a shoebox. Opens it and lifts the delicate glass pipe to her mouth. She holds a lighter underneath the pipe’s reservoir, where a shard of crystal meth breaks down into a gas, soon to be inhaled. A red countdown ticker pops up in the corner of the surveillance feed. It starts at thirty seconds, making its way to twenty-five before I realize it’s timing me. I refer to the instructions. I need to clip this video using the editing function and move the file to the proper workstation on floor two, where someone will categorize it for the correct market, just like I—as Chris then—did for the last few weeks. I send the edited video to the workstation designated for blackmail and exploitation. A new video feed replaces the smoking woman. I repeat this process several more times. A box highlights when a person enters the frame. Sometimes it’s just a voice overheard on a hacked phone.
A man talking with his cable company, canceling his service.
A grandson FaceTiming with his grandmother, singing the ABCs.
I keep going. Not because I want to, but because I’m killing time for Enzo to get back in Monterey for his meeting with Caris. Otherwise, each feed’s countdown clock will tick to zero. If this happens enough, I fail my duties and I—Mahmoud—will be escorted out of the building.
I check the clock above the workstation. It’s been forty-five minutes since Enzo dropped me off.
Which means it’s time for the second part of our plan.
Enzo will trick Caris into implicating himself, Rocket, and the entire operation. Once he does, we will have it all on record because my part of the plan is simple. I find the right feed and record their conversation. This should all play out in the next twenty minutes, and once it does, we take the recording to the police.
When the cops bust Rocket and seize his records, Enzo gets what he wants—answers about himself.
I get what I want after we tell the cops this was all part of an investigative story I was working on, helping them understand why there is a photo of me at the warehouse. I’ll then fill them in on everything else that’s going on with the killer. All of his phone calls. His love-hate-murder-mail. And then, finally, they can help protect me and everyone else closest to me. Make sure that my actions don’t cause harm to Cal, Joan, Fuji, Enzo, or anyone else in my orbit.
I find the search function. Type “Cannery Row” and hit enter. Every possible feed within the area fills my screen. I look for one showing Caris or Enzo but there are at least fifty in total. Too many to sort through manually. I know Enzo suggested an alley near the Portola Hotel as the meeting spot. I once covered a story for the paper about a serial vandal in the area. He was spray-painting storefronts with crude messages. They caught him because he was camping out near a dumpster in that alley. They were only able to apprehend him because he was spotted by a nearby security cam mounted to a traffic light on the corner of Foam Street and Wave Street. A security guard in charge of reviewing footage noticed the young man organizing cans of paint in his backpack. Called it in.
I type “Foam and Wave security cam” into the search bar. Hit enter. The number of possible feeds dwindles from fifty down to one. And there, at the center of my screen, is what I need—a fish-eye view of Caris leaning against the side of a building.
I enlarge the picture. Caris keeps his hands in his trench coat pockets.
He waits for Enzo.
I wait for Enzo.
Five minutes pass. Ten more.
Nothing. No sign. Did he abandon the plan? Me?
The burner phone in my back pocket vibrates. I take it out and Enzo’s number populates the screen.
“Hello?” I whisper. “Are you almost there? I just found him.”
“Tsk, tsk,” the voice slithers through the line. “I found my plaything. My reckless plaything.”
I recheck the phone’s screen. Verify Enzo’s number.
“Don’t start acting bashful now—not after how far we’ve come.”
The overhead lights on the floor cut out. The strobe lights mounted above fire alarms start to swirl.
“Where’s Enzo?” I ask.
“Is that its name?” the killer teases. “We’re just getting to know each other now.”
I hear something from down the hall. Garbled static at varied frequencies. Walkie-talkies. The static grows louder. Nearer.
“Would you like to talk to him?” the killer asks. “Here you go.” The phone transmits a ruffling noise. But I never hear Enzo’s voice. Instead, I listen to Enzo struggle. Screams muffled and dampened.
Flashlights search the floor with their unmistakable beams. They cross over my shoulder. Dart left to right along the wall facing me.
“Goodbye-eye-eye.” The killer hangs up.
I hear a different voice from over my shoulder. Probably from the opening of my cubicle. “You were too curious for your own good, little bird.”
I swivel the chair around, knowing who I’ll find. And there, standing in front of six or seven men in suits, arms folded behind his back—is Rocket.
“Take him,” Rocket instructs, his goons rushing me on command. They swat the phone out of my hand. Pin me to the ground. Elbows spear my ribs as they zip-tie my hands behind my back. My heart pounds against the floor.
“Stand him up,” Rocket says.
They do as they’re told.
Rocket grins.
“It’s time to take your medicine.”
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The inside of this shipping container is dirty and dim, and I’m afforded no comfort as I wiggle from one ass cheek to the other.
“Take the pill or don’t,” Rocket tells me. “It’s really up to you.”
His yes-men carried me from a van to the pier. Past the warehouse, toward the docks, and onto a carrier boat. They loaded me inside the shipping container and untied me before leaving. I never received the beating I was anticipating. Instead, Rocket hurls abuses from the container’s lone opening, refusing to shut the doors because he’s enjoying the power dynamic.
“Why not just kill me?”
Rocket laughs. Shakes his head like I’m a little kid and I just said the darndest thing. “If I kill you, you’re worth nothing to us.”
The air inside the container is thick and polluted with the garbage that was once stored within it. I try to regulate my breathing. Minimize how often I degrade my lungs with what the atmosphere contains. Try to focus my mind on something else, but it keeps returning to Enzo—his pained cry into the phone I heard right before Rocket found me. He needs help. I might be his only chance.
“I’m guessing you’ll be loaned out to the highest bidder in Qatar. Maybe Monaco. They usually have their purple pricks throbbing for our products.”
I ask Rocket what happens once I’m purchased.
“Questions and questions from the fool that mistook information for answers.” He licks his lips while flashing his gold grill. Wears his trench coat unbuttoned with nothing underneath it. The night sky and its stars cascade light upon the pier and other boats on the dock. The naked parts of Rocket’s milky torso glimmer. Protruding ribs. Starvation abs. A graffiti alley worth of tattoos—cartoonish lettering arcing over his belly button, a tiger’s head between his pecs, a smattering of regretful ink in between. “I’m sure your future masters will give you a good butcher’s hook, if you know what I mean. Figure out how they want to use you for six months. But they’ll keep you in working order before returning you. Our property is our property, after all.”
Members of the Subterraneans carry boxes and trash bags and chairs and the broken-down parts of the cage. Dollies tilt with filing cabinets. They now appear empty, no longer containing the records of everyone who’s ever been under Rocket’s spell. Ever been recorded and fed pills and rebooted and controlled. They load it all onto the same boat holding me prisoner. A man wearing a bomber jacket carries one of those crates with the hay protruding through its slits. He sets it on board.
“We’re going to leave you in here,” Rocket tells me. “Take you out in the middle of the bay. You’ll stay there for however many days it takes until you do it to yourself.” He’s referring to the Lobotomy Pill—the fourth and final one. The mahogany jewelry box, the same one that Rocket showed me the night of my testimony, rests inside the container with me, waiting for the moment I give in, swallow, and begin the process of rebooting. “Maybe it will only be two days. Maybe two weeks. It all depends on how long you can go in the heat and darkness without food or drink. But you will crack—that I promise.” He tells me I’m not getting out of here until the ship’s captain checks on me and finds me in a comatose state, ready for them to reboot me as they desire. “Any parting words from our disgraced son?”
I fortify my voice and hide its terror. “Have I been rebooted before?”
He tilts his head and thinks about it. “I suppose part of your torture is never knowing the truth.”
The doors close.
    
A small light mounted on the inside corner of the container turns on. I move to the front and look out through the slits. Rocket stands on the platform, the bottom of his trench coat flapping with the ocean winds. Gives orders to a couple of men who soon come aboard the ship. He remains on the platform, managing more cargo.
This goes on and on. More men here and there. Rocket giving instructions. Could it be after midnight now? Two in the morning? And as my head grows foggier, my legs also lose their strength. Quadriceps loosen. Turn to jelly. I collapse against the doors, still peering out. I pound against the container. Scream. Plea. Nobody even turns my way. This is the prerequisite to acceptance. When you fight against a system so overpowering, all that stands between you and the next stage of grief is time. I survey the inside of this container and pick the corner where I’ll soon retreat to weep. Maybe that’s the same one I’ll use when I give in and open the pillbox left here with me and take the last dose. Or maybe I won’t. Maybe I can starve and kill myself before they remake me. But everyone’s mind breaks eventually, and who am I kidding? I’ll be in that corner, pill ingested, turning into a vegetable. Because I’m no different than most people. Certainly not any better. And most people would look to survive somehow.
Rocket now stands with his eyes closed and ear pods wedged into the sides of his head as he listens to music. He flutters his hands across his chest. Up into the air. Side to side. He’s a maestro conducting his orchestra of deviance. With each slash through the air, the orchestra plays the shrieking high notes and supportive bass tones—the grunt work from warehouse to shipping vessels continues.
Am I part of this orchestra? Were my misdeeds a nocturnal sonata? I think this through, and the worst revelation washes over me. I’m not part of Rocket’s orchestra. I never was part of it. I’m a piece he maneuvers for a different game. The most disposable piece available. Just a pawn. Move over here, little bird. Sacrifice yourself on this square, little bird. Dead now, little bird? Worry not, plenty more from where you were found.
The boat rumbles as its engine starts. It must be time. My sentence in solitary confinement begins. Here I thought—here I mistook—all this time that the waning moments of my life as I knew it would be brought upon by my choice alone. My reboot is an outcome part and parcel with the solution against my past. And the waning moments are here nonetheless, but the outcome is out of my hands, away from my desires.
Then I see it.
Just as I’m about to give in and let my eyelids collapse and welcome the terrors found within my dreams, the nighttime energy outside my new prison transforms.
Bright, blue, red. Swirling.
Knifing through the container’s slits, twirling in strobes. Lights that normally alarm when you glide through a stop sign. When you jaywalk across a street. But at this moment, the familiar lights only grant hope. Because tonight—as I watch Caris and the men scramble across the pier, take cover behind a barrel or an open door or back inside the warehouse, as I see Rocket sprint across the platform and jump onto the boat, after I hear the garbled voices of those now in charge of the situation boom out of a police megaphone—I know a friend came through.
That Cal read the letter.
That Clark Kent put on his cape.
The police swarm the pier as the boat motors away from the dock. I watch with detached excitement as the men in blue chase after Caris and everyone else, their flashlights and guns drawn. There are at least a dozen cops. I try to find Affleck and Damon among them but cannot. But my excitement is momentary. My salvation is fleeting. And as I stare out at the shrinking pier separated by a long trail of rippling white water, at the cops living out their greatest police drama fantasies—tackling and seizing each Subterranean after the next—I understand what’s happening to me right now. The boat carries me out away from the pier, farther and farther from the cops, farther and farther removed from my rescue.
And as it does, it too carries Rocket out into the bay, under the cover of night, closer and closer toward his escape.
    
The boat has been racing along the coastline for ten minutes or so. I know because the hazy lights from town run parallel to the boat, never fading. Despite the choppiness of the ride, I keep my eyeball pressed against the slits in the container’s door. Spy out at my panicking captors. Rocket yells at the three men on board. Demanding the boat go faster. Cursing them for not doing a good enough job on reconnaissance. Rocket picks up the boat’s radio control and begins barking.
“Three cars. We head north tonight.” He paces far enough away from the radio that the coiled wire attached to the speaker strains. “Stay focused—no more missteps. We should be at Marina Beach in twenty minutes.”
The voice on the other end replies, but it’s too muffled for me to make it out from afar. But I can tell Rocket knows what was said and that it was bad news. “Meet us there in five minutes then.” He slams the radio down and walks back out of view. I hear panic replace anger as the primary tone within his voice. He’s ordering the men around again, but this time it’s existential.
“We have to go faster. Dump all this shit!”
Something splashes off the side of the boat, loud enough to rise above the engine straining against its limitations. Then another splash. And another. Two men carry the filing cabinet. They push it into the bay. The cage goes next.
“Those too,” Rocket says, voice breaking with defeat.
The grunts carry the crates to the side of the boat, one by one. As they hurl them over, strings of hay fly out of the slots, leaving whatever’s inside less protected. The crates cannonball into the bay along with everything else.
Leaving only me.
I think about begging for mercy. Asking forgiveness. Thinking of a way to communicate my value and how I can still help Rocket’s cause. But I already know the decision has been made.
“Toss him,” Rocket says.
The two men jostle the container from side to side, metal shrieking against the boat’s deck, and I fall back on my ass and slide against a wall, the pillbox tumbling toward me. Methodically, the men move me and the container to the gunwale.
“My little maggot,” Rocket hisses.
They push one end of the container over the edge, and everything tilts. I stumble toward the descending inner wall. Slam into it.
“Turns out you get to die.”
They finish the job. Tip me and the container over the side of the boat.
And into the bay.
    
Water rushes through the cracks of every corner and gap—my impending death—the bay roaring into the metal container, battering it from the inside and out. Its walls groan and start to contract inward toward me, bending and shrieking. The water level reaches my knees. I’m sinking.
Fast.
My ears pop. I splash my way toward the doors. Grab hold of the inside handle. Push and pull as more water gushes inside. The lever on the outside of the door, the one that locks me inside, moves up and out of its locked position by a few centimeters each time I slam my shoulder into the door.
The water level reaches my neck.
My fingers and hands and arms are things I no longer feel because I no longer feel anything at all thanks to my pumping adrenaline. But the streams of water burst through every crack and sliver this container has to offer—shooting inside like a firefighter’s hose at full velocity.
And I’m the fire soon extinguished.
It’s above my head now and my body starts to float. Only a thin layer of breathable air is left in here. There is no other way out of this container other than the lever trapping me inside. I submerge myself and fight and fight against the door. The little metal latch lifts incrementally before falling back into its locked position. I swim back up above water level, only inches from the container’s ceiling. Purse my lips out like a funnel.
Take a deep breath in. Don’t let it out.
Think about what you’ve done to get yourself in this position.
I plunge back underwater and to the door. I kick it. Throttle it with my hands as violently as my strength allows. But the forces pushing back at me are too much.
They’ve won.
There’s nowhere to go. Nothing else to do.
But accept my fate.
Accept that this is where my story ends. The series finale—no countdown ticker to the next episode because there is no more plot shock to tease, no more episodes to be aired.
And maybe this is the most fitting end.
Maybe this is what I deserve.
For all the people I’ve hurt.
Fuji.
Emily. Veronica.
Enzo.
My body will soak from saltwater and decay until bits and pieces of my corpse flake off and float away—food for the fish soon to be captured and killed and put on ice back at the warehouse. But my actions led to this point. Fuji and the twins are mere victims. Collateral damage.
So I deserve to be here.
I deserve the pressure and pain melting my lungs. I deserve the slow death and forced contemplation in the final moments and all the questions you inevitably ask yourself. Who will miss me? What comes next after death?
Was I ever a good person?
I let go of the inside door handle and let my body float. The pillbox passes my face. Bubbles leak out of my mouth—maybe the last exhale of my life—as I watch the box drift away from me. I give in to the moment. And in forfeiting my soul, I expect to feel closure. Peace. Like everything I was worried about or hated about myself would become small and insignificant. Like I could forgive myself for the past—what I remember of it.
But I can’t.
No peace arrives.
And as my sinking, oversized coffin shrieks against the swelling ocean pressure, my ears popping even more from the unending descent to the bottom of the bay floor, I think of him.
Glitch.
I can feel his snout against my chest, the same as the first night I rescued him. Hear the clacking of his paws against the hardwood floor. Sense his happiness whenever I tell him, “Who’s a good boy? You’re such a good boy.”
For the first time, the container rotates. The pull of water inside intensifies. The pillbox clanks off the ceiling and pinballs to a wall, then back in my direction. The door pushes in and out a few inches at a time, the aquatic inertia toying with the metal lever on the outside.
I flutter my legs and move back to the door, peering out at the lever as water rushes underneath it, momentarily lifting it up and out of its locked position, its upward motion pointing toward the surface. The same direction I better be heading very fucking soon.
I decide to fight once again. If not for me, for Glitch.
I thud my kneecap into the door. With each knee, the lever elevates a fraction of an inch. The descent and water rushing underneath the lever prevent it from falling back into the latch. I can do this.
Kick.
Shoulder.
Knee.
The lever cranes up higher and higher. And with the insides of my neck bursting with pain, my lungs squeezing with looming death, it happens.
The lever rises above the latch.
I wedge my foot into the small opening in the door. A vortex of water escaping and entering the container sends debris my way. I feel the pillbox bump into my hip. And at that moment I see what I’ve sacrificed so much to obtain, and no matter how uncertain I am of its place in my life now, leaving it behind feels like the ultimate loss. One I’m not willing to take. So I grab the box and squeeze through the opening at last. The container rushes into the vast blackness of the ocean’s unknown.
I turn my attention to the surface. Each meter I travel the need for oxygen grows more dire. More excruciating. And as my head breaches the surface and enters the nighttime atmosphere, I gasp like I’ve never gasped before. Sucking in as much air as I can take in. Gasping. Gasping.
And again.
And again.
This goes on until my insides move from a boil to a simmer. The adrenaline dissipates. Blood cells carry oxygen to the heart and brain at more normal rates. The blurry lights of the closest town sparkle off the choppy water. I’m too exhausted to swim. I’ll let the waves take me in. I turn over on my back and float. Water, too cold to fixate on, slips into my mouth. I taste it. Spit it out and remain in gratitude. For the bay. For inertia. For a little help. My eyes fix themselves on the stars, searching for the brightest one I can find.
Such a good boy.
    
My limp leg and extended shoe hit a clump of sand, and I know I’ve made it. I crawl up the beach, pillbox still in hand, and collapse. Roll over and lay there, collecting whatever is left of myself. Several minutes pass before I start to shiver. Which means I need to move. I gather to a knee and realize I’m not the only item the ocean has taken to shore. Illuminated by loyal moonlight and scattered among stones and shells are items from the warehouse. The bags of trash now spooling open. A single aluminum drawer from a filing cabinet. A leg from a chair. But fifteen feet from where I currently stand is something else.
A single crate.
Dripping wet and speckled with grains of sand, I move toward it. Pull the top off and remove clumps of soggy hay. There, packed inside, is a perfectly constructed mechanism the size of a mailbox, tightly coiled with wires and pipes, a blank digital counter. I pull it out by the rope harness fastened to its side and examine it further. A red trigger switch to the side of the digital counter is locked in the down position.
A bomb.
Let Rocket come back for me. I’ll detonate his past, present, and future.
I fetch a trash bag and empty it. Wring out water. Securely set the bomb inside and slowly lift it up over my shoulder. Slide the pillbox into the front pocket of my hoodie. Finally, I start walking. To the bike path on the other side of the beach and dunes. Underneath the cover of trees and darkness and away from the threatening streetlights or patrolling vehicles. Through side streets and alleys until I’m nearly to Fuji’s house. I approach the front door with caution, making sure none of her neighbors will see me in this condition. With an ominous-as-fuck trash bag over my shoulder and my clothes soaking wet and smelling like a mermaid’s armpit.
I open her front door and find her still in the nook. Breathing slowly. Slight gurgle. But still resting deeply. I set the garbage bag down and head to the backyard for my sweet dog. But the door to the yard is slightly ajar, the sliver of moonlight becomes a dagger through my gut because this doesn’t feel right. And as I step outside, look across the vacant lot made of ankle-high grass and weeds and splitting concrete, and search for my golden retriever. All I find is a haunting whistle in the breeze and an envelope laid neatly on the ground. I reach for it. Open it up, already knowing the handwriting that awaits.
And Your Little Dog, Too.
Head to Your Apartment if You Want Him Back.
I drop the note and race out the side gate. Back across neighborhoods and streets draped in darkness until I’m on my block. I approach my building, the same as before, from the backside.
But in a flash, I know this is only getting worse.
My front door is wide open. The doorknob is removed, leaving only the circular cavity where it was once attached. I close the door behind me and take stock of what remains. My furniture turned over. Shelves knocked down and the TV smashed. My books are splayed across the floor near cut-open couch cushions, the stuffing gutted and spooling out. In the kitchen, across a floor covered with broken glass, is another envelope. Another letter. This one is taped to the microwave door. I read it.
Final Stage: Your turn. Find me if you can. The dog dies in twenty-four hours if you do not. You die eventually, no matter what. But if you try to run, I’ll come back for the old lady.
My gift is in the bedroom.
I flip on the bedroom light. The blankets are neatly folded underneath his head and back, propping him up in a seated position. Hands resting on his waist. His eyes are opened—bugging out wide—but they never blink. I stare into them. Into the vacuum of death. Into the space where his soul once resided. At the dead body in my bed.
At Enzo.
His disemboweled parts flung around the room. Blood everywhere. More pictures of Enzo and me, taken at the gas station just hours ago, pinned to the wall. The photos encircle the last message left here at the scene of the crime. But this message is not for me to read. This message is designed for others. For cops to find and draw the obvious conclusion.
I confess. I am the killer. Come get me, PIGLETS.
I fall to the floor.
Hang my head inside the cradle of my tremoring hands.
And finally, it happens.
It happens because all of it—not just the here and now but everything from these last several weeks. It breaks me. Completely. Fully. Right down the middle of my existence.
The Coast News.
The crimes.
The killer.
All of it coagulates into a bigger, more obvious neon arrow pointing toward the only option left—the one I wanted all along and finally have. I reach into my front pocket and pull out the pillbox. Undo the latch to find the last Lobotomy Pill sealed in its little plastic Ziploc baggie, kept dry from the ocean, waiting for me to accept it as my own.
And so I do.
I toss it into my mouth. Gather up spit. Ignore the bitter taste and finish the deed.
I swallow.
I fall back to my knees and wait. Soon, in a day or so, the pill will have finished off what remains of me. They can fire me. Arrest me. Kill me. I won’t care. Won’t know enough about the world to feel shame or hate or guilt.
Because I’ll no longer exist.
But just as the first semblance of relief warms over me, I hear it. From outside my apartment, on the other side of the door. A thudding knock. It pulls me out of my head. Back to my feet. I move out of the bedroom. The door shakes again—wicked aggravations of knuckles on wood. There is nothing keeping them—police—killer—Rocket—whoever—from opening the door themselves. No doorknob. No deadbolt. But again, they knock. Softer this time. And in the space between knocks rises another sound. The soundtrack plaguing me at so many moments these last several weeks. That familiar noise, starting soft at first—always soft at first—then louder and louder it grows.
The hum.
“Amir,” I hear the man say. The voice is somehow calming. Reassuring.
Loving.
I walk to the door. Look through the peephole.
I glitch.
Hard and fast and without the usual warning. Sparks of light in waves of kaleidoscopic transformations.
I open the door. And there, standing before me, is not anyone I expect. Not Cal. Not Joan.
It’s the man from the dealership. From the freeway.
We lock eyes. We hold our gaze for what feels like an hour. What feels like a day. What feels like a life lost and forgotten. His skin is brown like mine. His eyebrows are bushy like mine.
He opens his mouth. He begins to say something.
My skin sheds.
“Do you remember?” he asks.
The soundtrack rages on. The hum vibrating through my head. Through the night.
“Let me help you,” he says.
He moves past me. Walks to the breakfast nook and picks up the fallen black-and-white marble board. Collects all its pieces scattered about the room. Holds them with great care before arranging them on the chessboard.
Exactly as I left it.
“Watch,” the man says. He drives a white pawn diagonally until it pushes against another piece, this one black. He sets the black pawn off to the side of the board, in the graveyard with other fallen soldiers.
“Dxe5.” He smiles, and his face softens more. It invites me to him. “Do you remember?”
I clear my throat. I clear it again. I take a deep breath, and when I let it out, shredded glass runs up my windpipe and exits my mouth. My body evacuates the most painful sigh of my life. When the last ounce of air exits my body, I shudder.
Because I do remember.
“Do you, Amir?” he asks again.
“Yes,” I whisper back to him. A tear flees from my burning eye.
And as I look at my father, standing there proud and stiff, mustache hanging above his relaxing mouth, I realize what he’s just done. Dxe5. It comes back to me. My father. Me. What he just triggered is more significant than a swoon of random recollections, because buried in that move is one memory in particular—the one I thought I was finally rid of forever—but it’s all coming back, every detail, every day, every moment. And there’s no stopping it. No way for me not to relive it, bit by bit. With the hum persisting, louder than ever, my mind goes there now.
To the farm.
To The Farm in 3, 2, 1 . . .





TWENTY-TWO
It begins years prior, hundreds of miles south in the city of Anaheim. Within a venue where nothing is real.
The happiest place on earth.
We walk inside the gates and through the arches that separate the turnstiles and front garden from Main Street, U.S.A. There are dozens of stores along the way—mostly merchandise and toys. He guides me forward with his arm over my shoulders, knowing I don’t want to be here, while hundreds of moms and dads with their strollers, toddlers, and teens march in unison toward rides of choice like lines of worker ants crisscrossing along a sidewalk.
“Try to enjoy yourself today,” my dad says. “We can be sad later.”
He asks me what part of the park I want to visit first.
“Pirates, I guess.”
The Magic Kingdom smells of buttery popcorn. Of cinnamon churros and caramel sundaes. The day’s soundtrack is an amalgamation of chimes and children laughing and old-timey show tunes. We wade through the crowd and toward New Orleans Square. Find the line to Pirates of the Caribbean and wait our turn.
    
T-minus ninety days.
It’s late July, and I’m about to start my final semester of college in Monterey. My parents moved to the Central Valley of California, where the land is flat with farms and soil but ripe with a cheaper cost of living. It’s a three-hour drive for me—a trek across the mountains of Los Banos until the notoriously ugly sights of Interstate 5 come into view. Nothing but mud patches, dreary farmlands, and the occasional cow-killing fields that smell like shit. I do this once or twice a month to see my folks on the weekends. Sometimes my brother, in college in Oakland, synchronizes his visits with mine.
“I’ll be there in the morning,” I tell my mom over the phone.
“Your father and I will be home later in the afternoon. He has an appointment.”
“Everything okay?”
“Probably digestion issues but they want to make sure it’s not an ulcer.”
I get to the house after lunchtime and my brother is sitting on the couch with an annoyed look on his face because I’m a little late.
“Tree game?” he asks.
It’s our favorite football game. One of us is the quarterback, the other the defender. The quarterback stands on one end of the front lawn with three trees as targets—the one closest is worth four yards, the intermediate tree is worth ten, and the one on the other end of the grass is worth fifteen. My brother stands with his feet spread wide and dares me to throw it deep.
We’re into the fourth quarter, and he’s winning by a small margin when my parents’ car drudges over pebbles and earth, a cloud of dust kicking up as they approach the farm and house that’s 130 years old, never showing any signs of being a day younger. Plumbing clogs. Roof leaks. Zero insulation. A family of feral cats sprawl atop the roof and beg for food each time we walk in and out of the house. The silver Volvo makes its way onto our property. My father turns my way and gives me a look.
The look.
He acknowledges me but not in the “so happy to see you” way. This signals something different. My heart detaches and falls to my feet.
His body language gently asks me to leave him alone. So I do. He makes his way to the front door, cats yelling down at him, but he never says a word, retreating inside to the master bedroom where he’d sleep the rest of the day. My mom stays in the car for a minute or two, hands locked onto the steering wheel, and the car’s engine shut off. She looks forward. But I’m not sure she sees anything. My brother, with dirt stains on his white shirt and basketball shorts, walks over next to me.
Finally, my mom gets out of the car. As dark brown as my father is, she’s equally pale white. A good ole Irish American with red hair and green eyes shielded by cheap bifocals. She tells us what the doctors told them.
Stomach cancer. Advanced. Aggressive. Determined. They even gave the timeline until it’s all over. Three months.
That night I toss around under stale blankets. Give up on finding sleep and leave the guest bedroom. Follow the trail of cigarette smoke through the kitchen, past a sink full of pots and pans dirty with crusty marinara, into a hallway ruined by spectacularly tacky wallpaper—a pattern of a church, velvet ash tree, and a horse and carriage. I find him in the study, playing chess against the computer. I pull up a chair. We barely talk. When both parties know the destination, and neither of them like it, there is no point in acknowledging the journey. I stare at his profile, trying to store it in memory, never taking my mind off the clock that now winds itself backward.
T-minus ninety days.
What becomes of me after he’s gone?
Tick, tick, tick.
    
We watch the animatronic pirates blast cannonballs at one another—water splashes next to warring ships with masts aflame. Later we’re floating through a city, the victors pillaging and plundering and rifling and looting. Drink up, me hearties, yo ho! The pirates destroy the town. Chase women with manically horny expressions and arms outstretched, the damsel permanently out of reach because if they weren’t, well, this wouldn’t be Disney. Toward the end of the ride, that same dog is still holding the keys just out of the prisoner’s reach—like the last time I was here and the time before that. On and on that dog remains there for that pirate.
Never abandoning him. Never dying.
“Did that dog remind you of Astro?” my dad asks after we get off the ride.
“Of course.”
He pulls me into his side and hugs me. “I loved him too.”
I feel the swirl of heat and acid in my throat and sinuses. Fight back the tears that will soon arrive if I don’t try harder. But I can’t let them out because this is Disneyland and there are other preteens nearby and the last thing I want is to give them something to mock.
“Do you blame me?” my dad asks.
I start to say no but stop.
I’m no longer sure.
    
T-minus seventy days.
The final semester of college is supposed to be the easiest. Total cruise control until you put on a cap and gown and hop onto the nine-to-five hamster wheel.
But easy doesn’t exist in deep states of dread.
I rearranged my course schedule so I only have classes on Fridays. To maximize my time with him, I stay at the farmhouse Sunday through Thursday.
Because time is limited but regret is infinite.
In the beginning, it’s normal. In the beginning, it’s like it’s not even happening. Maybe it won’t ever happen. We play chess. We talk about life. He asks me about the future and I tell him big, bold ideas and why things will be great.
“I’ll write for the LA Times,” I announce. “Maybe I’ll launch a side business. Add another income source, you know?”
“What kind of business?”
“Something fun. Maybe I’ll open a movie theater.”
He nods and smiles.
I nod and smile.
His face turns serious, and I wonder if talking about the future is the worst thing I could be doing. He sits in an office chair. Swivels it back toward the computer, and searches for international news. Anything related to Pakistan or Kashmir.
And just like childhood, I sit there in silence, next to the man whose thoughts are too big for his size, trying to absorb whatever churns within him so we can go back to normal. But I can’t absorb it this time because normal left us weeks ago. Maybe longer. So the night is no longer the throne in which he remained royal. In which I was destined to one day assume.
The night no longer belongs to us.
And worse, it begins to do to us what it always did to everyone else. Frighten. Terrorize. Not with its horror—though there is plenty of that—but with its honesty. It’s the honesty that forces most people to bed early. Behind locked doors. And that’s because honesty is, without a doubt, the most terrifying outcome to face of all. So many wait for the sun to rise and for the day’s distraction to reveal itself. The distraction that pushed their attention away from their base emotion—the one they all recognize when they wake up. Some are drowning in that depressed, sadly content, contentedly sad state and consciously or unconsciously look for that new distraction to delay an eventual inner reckoning. But the night offers far fewer distractions. Stores are closed. Friends are asleep. And that crutch in the form of social media finally fizzles idle and your mind can’t escape into your web-based identity, the one that likes every photo in your feed, the one that lives a perfectly curated life. At night, it’s just you and the darkness and your most blistered thoughts and fears. Most can’t live inside the night. At least not at the late-night hours my father and I kept for so long. And since we had each other, there was nothing to fear.
But now the night’s honesty—the fully loaded weapon I recognized so long ago—has turned its barrel toward us. And all we’re left to reconcile is the inevitable thing two months from now.
I measure his body with my discerning eyes. Has he gotten thinner already?
    
T-minus fifty-eight days.
It’s September and I’m taking a shower underneath a stream of water weaker and slower than drool dribbling off an old man’s chin. At least the water is hot. But only at first. After two minutes, the showerhead buzzes, and the water runs arctic without warning. I crank the knob to the right. Nothing.
“Shit,” my dad says after I tell him. “The water heater.” He closes his eyes and drops his forehead into his palm. Keeps it there long enough to communicate where he’s at these days. The energy levels are dropping. He naps more. Eats less.
He’s thinner.
He’s five-eight. Now probably 160 pounds. His shirt sags off his body.
“We have to go to Home Depot,” he says.
I look up the nearest one on my laptop. It’s fifty miles away in Fresno. Everything is about an hour away when you live here in the Central Valley.
“Want me to drive?”
“It’s okay,” he says. “Let me.”
Everything feels good again on the ride there in his pickup. We stop at a burger joint and he gets a vanilla milkshake. He sips slowly, drinking a quarter of it, and soon after, his energy rises. We listen to talk radio and argue over the fastest route. We eventually reach Fresno—a flat city
ripe with strip malls and fast food and little to no trees or bushes. Just cracked sidewalks, big box stores, and despair. We don’t spend much time inside Home Depot. He knows which water heater to buy and loads it onto the flatbed dolly.
“You drive,” he says.
On the way back, he falls asleep. His head rocks side to side as I try to keep the shitty truck on the smoothest parts of the road. The hair on the side of his head—the only part where hair remains—has turned completely silver. His lips are a little bluer. He’s fifty-one going on ninety.
We’re twenty minutes from the house when he wakes up and unclicks his seat belt.
“Pull over,” he grunts.
I slow the truck to a stop and park next to an alfalfa field. He gets out, hand cradling his stomach, and starts retching. The milkshake is lost. He gets back in the truck and tells me to drive faster. He wants to go home.
He stumbles inside the house, and I stay behind in the truck. The clouds overhead are silver, the nucleus within them getting darker by the second. It’s about to rain and I decide to manage the water tank by myself. My arms wrap only three-quarters around it as I successfully pull it off the truck bed. I can’t see where I’m going—the girth of the tank blocking my view. My shoe snags the lip of the walkway, and I stumble. The tank falls from my grip and smacks concrete, crumpling the aluminum frame.
My father comes to the screen door.
“What happened?” he asks with disbelief.
I don’t know what to say. My mouth stutters and stops. “I’m sorry,” I finally blurt out. “I’m so sorry,” I repeat. And I say it again. And again. “I’m so sorry.”
He opens the door and walks over to me. I’m taller now. Heavier. But when he pulls me in and hugs me, I’m still smaller.
“It’s okay,” he says softly into my ear. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”
Is this the last time he’ll have to forgive me?
My arms clasp around his torso.
145 pounds at most.
    
The enchiladas drenched in red sauce are the turning point. Neither my father nor I use a knife, just the fork, to pull apart pieces of the oven-baked tortilla, cheesy strands stretching from plate to mouth. Families with too much money for their own good drop six hundred dollars on a “gourmet Disneyland lunch” at the Blue Bayou—a white cloth restaurant next to one of the rides. But for thirty dollars and a walk to the corner of Frontierland, a decent plate of Mexican food is found at Rancho del Zocalo—a plastic tray eatery where all the Disney staff members wear ponchos.
“Authentic,” my dad says, eating away at the refried beans and rice.
It’s probably not authentic. But it’s tasty. Soon the tacit depression we share takes the form of planful enthusiasm.
“We should get our money’s worth before they close the park.”
I spread the park map across the picnic table. The sun’s glare reflects off the shiny paper, forcing me to squint as I trace the map with my index finger, guiding us from point to point. “We can hit Jungle Cruise and Indiana Jones next.”
Jungle Cruise is boring, and the “tour guide,” a red-haired smartass, spends the entire ride discharging corny jokes through the ride’s PA system. I shake my head as I step off the cruise boat.
“Stupid,” my dad laughs.
I laugh with him. “Very stupid.”
We hit the next ride. Then another. And one after that. The sun is falling back behind the San Gabriel Mountains, shading the Magic Kingdom with citrus sunlight.
His arm slides over my shoulders yet again.
    
T-minus thirty-seven days.
I tap my forehead with the end of my pen and stare down at a textbook from my philosophy class. The kitchen window looks out across the flat farms and hardening soil. The infinite drift of land within California’s Central Valley is different than on its coast. There, facing the ocean, the horizon blurs past our eyes’ ability to discern its end. The ocean transitions from shades of blue and green and gold. It glimmers. Sparkles. Reflects birds defying the limitations of gravity. The California coast is a reminder that we are human and once we were born and one day we will die, but the in-between is ours. The unending horizon in the Central Valley reminds one of something different. Mortality is inherent, but that is not the primary message. The sun beats down on barren land. Dying crops. People so stoic that the lines wrinkling their foreheads share a life story with one glance across a dusty liquor store countertop. Here, there is no such thing as defying limitations. Fate is written whether you like it or not. You are what you are, and good luck running away from it because there is no tide or big wave or sunny disposition available to distract you from all that you are and ever will become—and like everything else, you too will fade off into that flat, earthy, barren horizon because that’s all this existence is out here: seed to spoil.
I have an exam on Friday. It’s Wednesday now and each day this week I’ve tried to stare down at this textbook and absorb what I can and fail with every attempt. Focus is now a forgotten state of mind. I close the book and lean back in the chair. Hook my head over the backrest and listen to the rest of the house. For any rustling. A floorboard creaking.
For him.
He’s in the bedroom. Resting—which is simultaneously the most misleading and overused term in my life these days.
“He’s resting,” my mom tells me.
“I need to rest,” my dad tells me.
He must be resting, I tell myself.
But rest is the root of restore, and there is nothing restorative occurring within his body. Rest is a substitute for dying. And the amount of rest, day after day, is increasing.
I hear a cabinet in the kitchen close. He’s awake and every second he is upright—able to communicate with me—is a gift. I find him clutching the edge of the counter for support.
He’s thinner.
His wristwatch slides back to mid-forearm.
“Water,” he groans.
I fetch a small glass spotted with stains because nothing in this house is free from dust or grime. It could be cleaned a thousand times and never feel right. I hand him a full glass and his shaky hand moves to his open mouth, where he inserts his morphine pills. Swallows water to chase them down.
Later we sit at the kitchen table. There is no food before us because the idea of eating only hurts his insides even more than they already do. Which, in turn, removes my hunger.
“Right here,” he says, pointing to a spot between his sternum and belly button. He’s telling me where it hurts the most. He stares out the window, his eyes yellow and glossy. I ask him if the pills help, and he nods, but I can’t tell if he’s just saying that to make me feel better.
“We can still arrange for assistance.”
He shuts his eyes and shakes his head. “No nurses. No hospitals.”
He’s been adamant about hospice. About trips to the nearest hospital. He doesn’t want it because at this point in his life—after a serious heart attack a couple of years back and several back surgeries along the way—he’s developed a phobia of dying in a cold hospital. An alien facility a million miles away from his homeland and in the presence of strangers dressed in scrubs. He wants to die at home with his family.
But I’m not sure he understands what hospice offers. It’s not exactly a service he probably saw a lot of in the sixties and seventies in Pakistan. But to me, the idea of someone else—a total stranger—managing him in his worst states of being, the states that signal the end is nearer and nearer, is appealing, if not merciful. So please, I silently beg him with my eyes, agree to hospice. But he never does.
“I keep having the same dream,” he says. “I feel like I’m about to throw up, so I run to the bathroom. And I vomit and vomit until I can feel it come up out of me.” He points to the same spot between his sternum and belly button again where the mass currently grows—that cancer ball ruining my life and ending my father’s. “Then I’m healthy again.” He smiles but only for a half-second because it’s just a dream and this is real life.
Friday morning, I’m doing eighty-five miles per hour on the freeway, trying to get back to campus in time for my exam. My phone rings inside my car’s cupholder, vibrating atop pennies and dimes and maybe a quarter. I see it’s my dad calling. I fight the urge to pick up. Not because I don’t want to hear his voice—God knows how much I cherish that. But because something in the back of my mind tells me it’s a good idea not to answer, just this once. I’m hoping he leaves a message and I’ll have him recorded and can listen to it long after he’s gone. Because right now, forecasting out years and years, I’m afraid I’ll eventually forget the sound of his voice.
I drive into campus and make it in time for my exam. Afterward, I check my phone.
He left a voicemail.
    
At night, the fireworks begin over the Rivers of America. Explosions are fierce and bold. Colorful and sizzling. The park ropes off walkways and constrains the spaces in which you can comfortably watch the beautiful bombs burst above, forcing clusters of strangers to huddle closer until everyone is pressing shoulders into shoulders and tolerating the awkward proximity strangers sometimes must share.
In between the bursts of light and after each smoke cloud fades away, I can see the stars atop the black canvas night sky. I find one brighter than the others. I point at it.
“I bet you that one is Astro.”
My father locates it. His chest rises but holds longer than usual before exhaling.
“Dogs don’t live long,” he says. “But he was too young.”
That force of energy—rage and pain, packaged in the form of a softball—wedges itself in my throat, simultaneously compelling me to say what I feel but leaving me without the faculty of doing so without bursting into tears. Finally, I stop fighting it back.
“But he didn’t have to die,” I say. “You’re the one that made that happen. You!” I shove him at the waist. “You!” Shove again. “You!”
He grabs my wrists and tugs me in close. “Stop,” he hushes. “Stop.”
He feels my diaphragm beat against his body and waits for it to slow. For when I’m able to receive his message.
“If you loved him, you understand that you could not let him suffer.”
The bombs keep going off.
    
Death is an infection floating through the house with potent malignancy. It’s in the food I eat. The soap in the shower. It permeates my mind as I lay in bed, gnawing away at my brain like termites to wood, biting into cranial flesh just as I start to drift into unconscious nightmares.
T-minus thirty-three days.
He’s thinner.
His face is sinking in on itself. Cheekbones I never knew he had now cancer sharp.
No more solid foods. Barely any food. He’s eating the gel protein that marathon runners ingest during the race. He hands me back the wrapper and falls asleep in his chair. Like he did a couple of hours ago. This morning. Yesterday.
T-minus thirty days.
I walk past the bathroom door. Hear him screaming.
T-minus twenty-nine days.
I stand in the bedroom doorway, leaning against the frame while checking on him as he sleeps. His legs fuss underneath a blanket. They kick wildly, and his bottom half comes uncovered. His socks hang loose off his ankles. He no longer has calves. He wakes and half-cracks an eyelid. “Hello,” he whispers, childlike. He collapses back asleep.
Resting.
T-minus twenty-eight days.
When he’s awake, he sits in a semicomatose state. Yellow eyes and white lips. He no longer smiles.
“Get rid of those crosses,” he orders.
“What?”
“I never wanted crosses in my home. Get rid of them.”
He’s staring at the wallpaper—the intruder that my father has suddenly spotted. The same cracked wallpaper that adorned the interior when he bought the house. The faded illustrations of horses and steeples and churches. He never voiced an opinion over the damn wallpaper previously.
“I’m not Christian!” he barks. Tells me if he’s going to die here it will be in the absence of symbolism. Their symbolism. I take a Sharpie and scratch out the crosses one by one. He breathes heavier—chest rising and falling emphatically—as I complete the task.
He puffs on a cigarette. “Get out of here, Jesus.”
T-minus twenty-seven days.
I’m back in Monterey, walking across campus and through the quad, where intersecting walkways converge and split back off toward the most frequented university buildings, tall and newly constructed. He calls me.
“Hi, Dad.”
“What do you want?”
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah,” he says, getting angrier. “What do you want?”
“I think you called me.”
He hangs up.
T-minus twenty-four days.
When he talks, his speech toggles between English and Urdu. He looks at me with no recognition of what just happened.
T-minus twenty-three days.
He’s fucking thin.
A jawline that could break against the late afternoon winds.
We sit in lawn chairs and watch the sunset. It’s October now and it’s no longer hot and it’s more enjoyable outside. Our chairs butt up against each other, side by side. After a period of silence, I ask if he wants to go back inside and sleep. He declines. He asks how my brother is doing. I say he’s doing fine but wishes he could be here more. The sun is now out of sight and the honesty of night starts to make its presence known.
“When is your graduation?” he asks.
“December 15.”
He weeps.
T-minus twenty-two days.
He’s thinner. Sicker.
The screams are more frequent. Coming from the bathroom. His sleep.
T-minus twenty-one days.
I find him at the kitchen table, his back to me as he sits with his semiautomatic HK disassembled. He sticks the long cleaning brush into the barrel and spins it in and out. He bought this gun in the late eighties, back when I was four or five, during the “fucking-dirt-poor” phase of our family’s history. He would take it to a pawn shop at the end of the month. Trade it for rent. Sweat bullets until two weeks passed and then when his paycheck arrived, hoping nobody bought the damn thing while he waited, he would buy it back.
Month after month.
Rinse. Repeat.
Aim. Fire.
“Why does Islam forbid it?” he asks after I take a seat opposite him.
“Forbid what?”
He twirls the brush between his thumb and index finger. Frowns so hard his mustache pulls over his bottom lip.
“I’d go to hell forever.”
“For what?”
“Doesn’t matter. I can’t do it.”
“Can’t do what?”
He sets the barrel down. Sprays it with cleaning oil.
He mumbles softly. But I hear it. Each and every word he spoke.
And I sit there wondering if I should or shouldn’t answer. Search for right and wrong. Try to figure out what to do.
When your father wishes he could just kill himself.
    
I remove my Payless ShoeSource Nike knockoffs. Socks too. Find the early markings of blisters on the insides of my feet. The train wobbles on the tracks as it takes us through a Disney tunnel, cutting through Tomorrowland and back toward Toontown. We’ve been at the park for ten hours. The train’s PA announcer tells us our next stop is Critter Country. But I know we’re not getting off here because we don’t have a destination in mind because we’re at the point in the day where we are just riding the train that slowly moves weary Disneyland patrons around the park’s outskirts.
I slip my shoes back over my feet.
“What about for people?” I ask. “Is it the same?”
“Is what the same?”
“That you can’t let them suffer?”
“People are not dogs,” he says. “People can take care of themselves.”
“So can a person do something that ends their own suffering?”
His face turns sour. “This is forbidden. Allah does not permit suicide. It’s one of the greatest sins.”
“So then can someone else help?”
“This is called assisted suicide. The person who’s sick must agree to it first. It’s legal in some other countries. A few other states too. But no Muslim country. We cannot do these kinds of things.”
“But what if someone does it on their own to make sure someone doesn’t suffer?”
He looks down at me, anger painting a scowl.
“That’s called murder.”
    
She arrives like Lady Death—the reaper rolling a hospital gurney into the family room. She’s a medical technician, sent here by the doctor’s office.
“At some point, he will have difficulty swallowing these,” she says, holding up a bottle of the most potent morphine pills made available. She’s older, probably near retirement. Her pencil-thin eyebrows communicate sympathy for what we’ve been through and are about to go through, but her confidence and rehearsed lines reveal that she knows that once she leaves this house, we are helpless when faced with the final stage of decay. “He’ll need your help when that time comes.”
She shows us how to operate the reclining function on the gurney, holding the controller like a TV remote. She takes a diaper out of a black duffel bag. Demonstrates how to change one on a cancer patient. Tells us about the death rattle—the gurgling sound piped from chest to throat that people emit when they are hours from death.
“Is that when the pain is the worst?” I ask.
“That’s what the medication is for, honey.”
    
T-minus nineteen days, and it happens at three in the morning.
He wails from outside the house in a way that makes me wonder if his soul is grieving at the realization its body can no longer exist in harmony with it. Piercing cries amplifying through the night. At the moon. Directed at God.
I find him face-first in a patch of grass, dew moistening his shirt and sweatpants. He’s clawing at the earth, inching his broken body away from the house—toward the moonlight laid flat across the farmlands in the distance.
“What were you doing out here?”
He looks up at me, spittle accumulating across his bottom lip. His eyes widen but I can’t tell if he’s relieved or scared.
“Can you get up and walk?”
He can’t.
I hook his arm over my neck and carry him back inside. Which isn’t hard because he’s nothing but bones and cartilage and cancer. Death, death, death lightening the load for his final trip. The man who hoisted my universe atop his shoulders is now so frail his neck can’t keep his head in place.
Fuck.
Ing.
Thin.
His hip digs into my oblique as I bring him into the family room, lowering him onto the gurney. I lift his head and slide the pillow underneath. Scratch an itch irritating my face. Then another. I realize I’m clawing at the tears falling off my face and onto his. I wipe his sandpaper whiskers he’ll never shave again. We all have a final spot where we spend our last moments alive. And now, watching his jaw hang open, I know he’ll never get off this bed. This is his spot, on this gurney we don’t even own, in this house we don’t even like, on this farm they should have never bought. So I do the only thing I can. Lower my head to his, my lips pressed into his forehead, salty as it is familiar. Bitter as it is infinitely heroic. I tell him I love him.
With his eyes closed, he speaks only Urdu in return.
    
T-minus twelve days.
My mom is away much of the time because she can’t get out of work. Inside the house, it’s all the same—an infinite loop of sitting next to him, watching him die. Changing out diapers and applying new pain patches to the parts of his legs where thigh muscles used to exist. Inserting white pills into his mouth, giving him apple juice or water to help him swallow it.
I drag a mattress out of the guest room and lay it on the floor next to his gurney. There I stay, never sleeping.
    
Nine days out and from my lips to God’s ears, the words depart.
It’s only when the worst is occurring that you hope for miracles. But on my knees, behind a locked bathroom door, hands cupped with palms facing the ceiling and sky and heaven beyond it, I wish for a miracle nonetheless.
“Please not now, God. I still need him. Please, please, please.” I beg. Throw out a few bargains. The remedial sins I’ll never commit again. “I won’t drink. I’ll pray five times a day.”
Eight days.
“Please, God!”
Seven days.
“Take ten years from my life and give them to him. Please!”
Six days. Six nights.
Not going back to Monterey until it’s over. Not for school or anything else.
Every minute is a lifetime’s worth of torture. He lays on the gurney, mouth agape, lips cracking. Even his eyelids fail him now, shuttering only three-quarters of his eyeballs, leaving up for interpretation if he’s awake or in a coma or just resting. Resting. But I can’t rest at night or the morning or afternoon or whenever-the-fuck I’m feeling the slightest bit hopeful that if I close my eyes sleep will actually, somehow someway, befall my exhausted mind and body, because just as I do his breathing mutates again—sometimes raspier, sometimes deeper, but more and more now the exhale is so audible that it sounds declarative like, Okay, I give in and I’m ready to depart this earth—and I absolutely freak out, hop up and grab his hand because if God is going to ignore my calls for miracles and bargains and exchanges of my life for his then I’ll be damned if I’m not right here, next to him, as he goes because that’s the only thing I can fathom as justified and owed to this man who left his homeland and family and everything he knew and came to a country that, yeah, pays infinitely more but never offers an immigrant the respect they deserve, but he did it anyway—happily—so I could build on top of what he fought for and with what he taught me, and my God what he has taught me—from how to be a man and to remain thoughtful and forgiving and compassionate and strong and to never stop remembering who I am because what I am is a part of him and who he is will never stop being a part of me because, goddammit, I am my father’s son.
Four days. Four nights.
“Can you swallow this for me?” I say in the sweetest tone available, placing another morphine pill in his mouth. I take a dropper out of a glass of water and squeeze the rubber end, releasing a sip’s worth into his mouth. “For me, Dad. Swallow the pill.” I run a towel across his chin. Change out his pain patches—now tripling the amount in total—on his obliques and thighs and back. A guttural whine escapes him. “Everything okay?” But he whines more. I look into his mouth and check if he’s swallowed the pill.
He hasn’t.
Nor the pills from this morning.
One semidissolved between his molars and cheek, probably the one from last night.
Three days. Three nights.
Not swallowing, no matter what my mom or I try.
He’s in pain and we don’t know what to do. We leave a message at the hospice center but they don’t call back because it’s after five.
I head for the bathroom. But divine intervention hasn’t arrived to date because what is already in motion was made by the very same higher power I address when I pray. I lock the door and get on my knees and try something different. I crank the prayer dial in the opposite direction.
I ask God just to kill him already.
“Enough.”
Two days.
Still suffering.
One day.
Nothing happens. Outside of the ongoing onslaught wreaked from this tortured environment.
Day zero.
This is supposed to be the day. His condition has worsened. He’s somehow thinner. As if it was possible.
“Please, God. Just do it.”
One day past.
“Why aren’t you just doing it?”
Two days past.
I can’t sleep. I can’t leave this room. I listen to his chest rise and fall. The spaces in between breaths elongating.
“Hurry up, God.”
Three days past.
He gurgles. He chokes.
“Dad, you don’t have to hang on.”
But he does.
And it’s now more than three months since this all began. The summer transformed into autumn and the perfection of autumn—its vibrant colors splashed across trees and leaves and all vegetation—now shows signs of its own death and the brown decay crackles under my bare feet while I wander outside the house, under the moon’s spotlight, my bottom lip quaking as I speak but I never register the words coming out of my mouth because I’m as disassociated from mind and body as I’ve ever been before—my arms flail toward the stars, and my breath blooms in short puffs of hot air extinguished within the vacuum of frigid farm atmosphere and I scream and curse until I finally understand that God is no longer listening and probably never was and if I want any agency—any sense of control over how I help him—I have to act now before he suffers another minute longer.
And just like that, the lunacy of this now ninety-six-day systematic deterioration quiets down. I tell my mom that my brother called.
“He’s trying to make it back here but just got a flat tire. AAA can tow him to the nearest Goodyear, but they’re already closed for the day.”
“How far away is he? Can’t the tow truck driver take him here?”
“It’s out of their ninety-mile radius, but they’ll take him to that Starbucks right off Exit 183. We could pick him up there.”
“One of us should stay here,” she says predictably.
“I’ll stay.”
Twenty minutes later she’s in her car and driving away from the farm and into the cold November night. I’m in the study, on the opposite side of the house from where my father is currently dying. I sit down in his computer chair. Swivel around a little before calling my brother.
“You need to come down. It’s time.”
He doesn’t say anything at first, and I know he’s trying not to sound like a younger brother. Instead, he deepens his voice. “You think it will be today?”
“Today or tomorrow—not sure, but we’re at the end.”
He organizes a to-do list out loud. The emails he’ll have to write his college professors. The rent check he’ll leave with his roommate.
“Another thing—Mom wants to pick you up halfway here—Pacheco Pass on-ramp to the five.”
“Why?”
“She probably wants to mother you before you get here.”
He agrees, and I know this will confuse the shit out of them when they piece it together, but I don’t care right now. And as I stand, turning toward the other side of the house, walking through the kitchen and across its creaky floor, I know that what I’m about to do requires assistance. I open up a storage cabinet in the hallway. Feel underneath a stack of neatly folded sweaters until my fingers graze the unmistakable handle—dimpled and heavy. I pull the gun out. Make sure it’s loaded. I take it with me.
The memory of the farm—what I’m about to do on this night—starts to flicker. It crackles with static.
I’m now hovering above my father, watching his chest struggle to rise, listening as the air that escapes his lungs does so in fits and stops. I now know the gun is too barbaric and look for another way.
Waves of electricity pulsate through this memory. It’s glitching.
I’m back in the memory, and I have the gun in one hand and the pillow off my nearby mattress in the other. I hold the pillow above his head, but paralysis has taken hold. I beg myself not to do it. I beg myself to get it over with now. Back and forth.
Do it.
No.
For him.
I can’t.
I glitch, and the memory is blocked. Fully disrupted. A satellite signal lost.
The glitch relents and I’m now bursting out of the farmhouse’s front door, gun by my side, as I sprint to nowhere in particular, tears cascading down my face as shame, shame, and only shame fills up my internal reservoir past its maximum capacity, spilling out over the edges, rising through my existence, drowning my will to live.
I fall to my knees. Put the gun to my head. My index finger wraps around the trigger, slowly applying pressure. But before the trigger snaps back, I pull the gun away from my temple, the blast going off right above the crown of my head, the bullet launched to nowhere in particular. And as I come to terms with the cowardice governing my every urge—even the one to die right now—the gunshot that just went off near my ear creates a burn heavy and deep, burrowing a sound through my ear canal I’d never forget, growing in volume as I try to understand what I’ve just done.
The hum.
It reverberates within my head all through that night. In the weeks that follow. Humming at deafening levels when I graduate from college a month and a half later and give zero shits. Through the several months after that. In the coming years.
The wind swirls clockwise, whipping my hair into my eyes. I set the gun down and do the only thing I’m capable of at this moment. I scream.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
This is what defines you. Just try and forget it.
Decide What You Are in 3, 2, 1 . . .





PART THREE







TWENTY-THREE
These are the hours of death. Time spent staring at clocks or orderlies or loved ones or nothing at all. Time spent wondering when the conscious melts into the unconscious and then, as the soul departs, into the infinite nothingness of the astral unknown. Time spent looking back at what you’ve done with your years—assessing if it was everything you had hoped for, if you were virtuous, if you ever mattered, if you just had a little more time. But what do you do if your final hours on earth separate from the recollections of your lifetime? What if every time you tried to think back to your childhood, your first love, your most embarrassing moments, revealing trips around the world, to the people and homes that defined you, all that greets you is a blank white screen? A Word document that formerly housed the pages of your life until you—rightly or wrongly, wisely or foolishly—elected to delete it all. Every last word but for the pages detailing the previous year or two. What would you think of yourself then? Would you recognize your voice when you spoke? Would you understand the decisions you made before it all fades away? The face in the mirror? And would you know enough to like yourself anyway?
But, in the end, it won’t matter.
Because the end is near, and it smells like rot. Like dying.
The dying is happening now. Inside of me. The last Lobotomy Pill boils my brain’s hippocampus. Neutralizes its ability to store and control memories. But I’m not granted a hospital bed and caretakers. I’m not dying in a traditional way. I either die inside myself and, in a day or two, come back to consciousness with no understanding of my life, or I die by violence—the killer’s twenty-four-hour countdown clock is already well underway.
Fuji casts a neutral gaze at me as she sits on the far side of her couch, sipping liquid oxygen. A Moleskine journal, spread open, sits atop her lap as she taps a blue pen onto the page. My father sits on the other side of the sofa, lips sealed and cast more toward a frown than a smile. Jeopardy!—that same episode—plays on the TV, but nobody pays attention. Fuji plays therapist and I answer her questions but the trash bag I brought here from the beach distracts me. Chekhov’s gun. Or bomb.
“Have you told him how you feel?” Fuji asks.
“That I’m pissed?”
The blue betta fish follows me from one end of his tank to the other as I pace and get carpet burns on the bottom of my feet, but I don’t give a shit because everything I’ve ever known is about to dissolve into nothing, while the only thing I’ve done right lately—Glitch—has been taken away from me. I turn to my dad. Try to pierce his chest and lungs with my eyes. Because a good part of this mess is his fault. “I’m pissed at you.”
“Tell him why,” she says.
“He knows.”
“Does he?”
Alex Trebek announces the Daily Double. The audience claps only as enthusiastically as Jeopardy! ever allows.
“Do you?” I ask him.
“Yes—of course,” my father says, running his finger across his mustache.
“Why do you suppose it happened the way it did?” Fuji asks. “Why the confrontation with the gun? Why the whole ordeal on the freeway?”
My father fidgets in his seat. Looks in the other direction down the hall.
“Because he was pissed at me, too,” I admit.
“You don’t understand,” my father says.
“Do you understand the mess you created?” I can no longer contain the lava popping off magma blasts within my gut. I tell him about how I thought he was the Coast Killer because of how he sought me out. Why that led to the story in the paper, and how the real killer came back as a result. I scream Enzo’s name at him. The trauma of seeing Enzo laid out in my apartment was too fresh to do anything but scream and hold tears back, and now I’m evoking Emily and Veronica because even though I didn’t know them, they didn’t deserve what happened, and it’s all my fault because it’s all his fault. He won’t make eye contact with me when all I want is to rip him in half with a stare. I smash my fist into the wall above the tank. The betta fish swirls in his tiny enclosure. “Look at me!” My father does and I feel a small victory, but the win is akin to receiving a coupon for a free pizza while a doomsday asteroid is careening toward earth. “Why? Why do it? You needed to capture my attention? Try calling!”
“Let’s hit the pause button.” Fuji waves off the discussion for now.
“Look at him over there,” I say. “Suddenly, nothing to say or do. Tell him to answer!”
Fuji ignores my father. Instead, she motions me to the nook. “You need to sit down. Come.” I give my dad one look and shake my head. I obey Fuji’s command, taking a seat on the edge of her bed. “Resolving this is only so important right at this moment,” she says, plunking down next to me. She flattens a wrinkle out from the shirt I’m wearing. Her dead husband’s shirt.
When I got here a few hours ago, my clothes were still damp. Still speckled with bits of sand that now riddle the carpet within Fuji’s house. The scent from the beach now surfs in her living room. Fuji insisted I put my clothes in the wash and find something from Richard’s old dresser to wear in the meantime. All I could find was a Tommy Bahama button-up short-sleeve shirt—palm tree patterns galore—and beige slacks.
“I’m so sorry, Fuji. I’ve put you at considerable risk.”
“Hush, poor boy. I’m the one that could have saved Glitch if I wasn’t wasting away in dreams.”
“This is all my fault.”
“How do you think that psycho knew you were staying at my house?”
“He must have followed me from my apartment back here. I dropped off your van and met up with Enzo.”
“I knew going back to the apartment was a mistake.”
“Evidently, I’m prone to stupid mistakes.”
“Hush, hush. No need for that now.”
“Do you have anywhere else you could go? It might not be smart to stay here.”
“This is the only place I want to remain. I made that decision a long time ago.”
We sit there, taking stock of the situation. Fuji—the sometimes stoic, sometimes sarcastic, always fiercely supportive woman—rubs my arm.
“Let’s check in on your memory,” she says. “Aside from the farm, how far back can you remember?”
“I wrote it down earlier. Hang on.” I fetch the stack of hot-pink Post-it notes. “It says, Found Dr. Pill. Age: thirty.”
“Only two or three years’ worth of memories, and you seem the same to me.”
Just a few days ago, the notion that I was this close to the end of my memory bank would have excited me. That excitement would have soon turned to relief as the journey nearly reached its conclusion. Maybe I still feel that way.
The dryer’s buzzer goes off from down the hall. I start to get up, but Fuji taps my arm.
“No, little one. Let me.”
She ignores my father once again as she passes him down the hall. Come to think of it, she barely looks his way ever. Maybe Fuji has taken my side over his, and this is how she shows it. She comes back a few minutes later with my clothes wadded up in the basket mounted to the front of her walker. “Fresh, clean, and piping hot.”
I change in the bathroom. Black hoodie and jeans back on. Tommy Bahama spring ’96 collection off. I fold Richard’s clothes up and take them down the hall and into the salon’s old backroom office. It’s as messy as it always is—Fuji’s hoarding of Richard’s belongings left untouched by everything but dust. My father now sits on one of the salon’s swivel chairs. His head is lowered. Staring at his folded hands. Neither of us says anything. Fuji’s tired eyes narrow as I sit next to her.
“Why do you think the memory of the farm breaks apart at the end?”
“When you’ve done so many weird things to yourself just to forget a specific moment, one of them is bound to work.”
“It seems like those pills are working. But you told me earlier that your daddy—not you—unlocked the memories at the farm, right?”
“A trip to Disneyland as well.”
“And how’d he do that?” she asks like a prosecutor leading a witness.
“He referenced a chess move on my board.”
“It’s a pretty important chessboard, wouldn’t you say?”
“What are you getting at?”
She shrugs. Flips her attention back to Jeopardy! “What is Grambling State University?”
The answer, of course, is “What is Grambling State University?” Fuji answers a few more. I watch along and recite the answers in my head as she says them. Who is Teddy Roosevelt? What is calcium nitrate? Who is Camus?
Finally, she returns her attention to me, her jaw hanging loose in a way that reminds me how old she is. How sick.
“As they say,” Fuji says. “The clock is ticking.”
She’s talking about Glitch. How I failed Enzo, but I can still save the innocent creature that did nothing but love me. With sunrise soon here, the twenty-four-hour ransom window is probably closer to fifteen or sixteen by now.
“What are you going to do?”
My chin sags down to my chest. What’s the right answer here? The one that saves face or the one that tells her I’ve already given up?
“I have no idea.”
“How can that be your answer?” She pulls away, her disgust in me matching my own.
“What do you want me to do?”
“Cops?”
“I’m going to call them but if I do it now, they’ll waste the next week thoroughly investigating me instead of finding the real guy—the one they’ve failed to catch all these years—and meanwhile, the clock will run out on Glitch.”
“Then take control.”
“No idea how.”
“Aren’t you a journalist? You know how to investigate. So go do it.”
“I don’t remember my training or very many experiences.”
Fuji leans in and I can smell the metallic aftertaste on her breath brought on by the liquid oxygen. “It’s in you, young fellow. Whether you remember it or not. Find it.”
“Everything I do only gets more people hurt.”
“A good person keeps trying.”
Fuji holds the translucent oxygen mask to her mouth and nose as we finish the episode of Jeopardy! I get up and make a pot of coffee in the kitchen, look at the space on the floor where Glitch would be if he were here—if he had followed me from the bed to the kitchen to wherever else I went because he wasn’t going to give up on me. Fuji wants me to take control—the very element that eludes and eludes and eludes my grasp because my grasp on myself is so fragile and getting weaker by the second but that’s all Glitch has left. Seconds. Fewer of them with each one that passes. So she’s right. This isn’t over and Glitch is still out there and I was a journalist—am a journalist as long as this heart beats and as long as this head still holds a synaptic lightning strike worth of memories—so control is something I now own. Control of the moment and control of what to do and who I am, at least for the here and now. “You’re a journalist,” I mumble. “You start with what you know. And if you don’t have the full picture, you find the person that might know more than you.”
I return to Fuji, handing her a mug as we both test the temperature of the coffee with our lips.
“I know where to start.” I tell Fuji about Laura Poole. How she’s the only survivor and person with knowledge about the killer. “But she’s not exactly a fan of mine.”
“You do what you need to do.”
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
Decide what you are and what you’ll become.
“I’ll need your cell phone and van.”
“Not a problem,” she says.
My father remains seated. Fuji never seems to look his way. Doesn’t even acknowledge his presence. I start to wonder if her therapy session was for the both of us or just for me. Like the two elders in the room know better than to provoke one another, instead focusing the energy on their mutual connection. Lucky me.
“Should I leave him here?”
“Who?”
“My dad.”
“Oh,” Fuji smiles. “That’s totally up to you.”
“Is there a reason you didn’t ask him any questions?”
“I really do think it’s best to keep the focus on you,” she says. “If we do that, I’m guessing we’ll make your mind right, and the rest will work itself out.”
I start getting as ready as I can—as prepared as anyone who doesn’t know precisely what the next steps are but the venture’s risk-reward is as simple as die versus don’t die.
“I’m coming,” my dad says. “I’ll meet you outside.”
I check Fuji’s oxygen tanks to make sure she’ll be okay. Flick each of the three gauges on the tanks resting against the entertainment center. They all read full or mostly full.
“Will I see you again?” Fuji asks.
I lean forward and kiss her on the forehead. “No promises.”
She laughs. Then coughs. Drinks the coffee once her esophagus calms down. “Let me ask you one more question.”
“What’s that?”
“Why do you think your father was pissed at you?”
I grind my teeth. Question whether I want to say the words out loud. But I owe her this much. “Because I went against his wishes.”
Fuji’s face pinches in on itself—cinching eyebrows. Mouth pursed.
“What is it?”
She looks up at me. Her eyes soften—those caring, tired, brown eyes—and she opens her mouth. “But he was dying, right?”
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A couple of surfers have beaten the morning rush of individuals sneaking in some waves before heading to work. They lay flat on their boards, paddling off beyond the first line of breaking waves, wet suits like sealskin, their sun-kissed hair matted to their heads containing lizard brains and cravings for adrenaline stronger than anything sexual and why is life so easy for them? If I just figure this out—all of it—maybe that could be me. Stupid. Happy. Contented. A male jogger with headphones wedged into his ears crosses the street nearby, checks his Apple Watch, and quickens his pace, running toward nothing but the end of his life, one minute at a time, as we all are in our own way, bridging birth to death with days of mundanity, days of error, days of habit—the eventful times few and far in between, the elation deluded one way or another. Most of our days become forgettable.
Most—but not all.
And why, again, can’t that be me?
Cal’s newly bought used car pulls into the parking lot off Carmel Beach. It’s another Honda Civic because Cal’s consistency is matched only by his reliability. But as he gets out of the vehicle, the passenger door opens, and Cal has managed to surprise me.
In a bad way.
In a good way.
Joan approaches the tree I’m standing beside. She scans for anybody watching or in earshot, arms crossed because the breeze off the beach drops the temperature into the fifties, and in California, that evokes fears of hypothermia. She smiles briefly, just long enough to convey, I’m happy to see you but also scared because, mentally, you’re probably in a bad, bad place.
“There was no other way,” Cal says. He carries two coffees. Hands me one. “I couldn’t have gotten around Cynthia without her.”
I try to remember why I feel the way I do about them. Only a collage of office memories from the last year flip through my head. They’re good people. But I wouldn’t be able to tell you why. Maybe I need to do another Post-it check? Maybe my brain won’t last through this final mission of mine. That would be the last cruel twist in this saga. Falling short of cleaning up my mess because I finally got what I originally wanted.
“It’s okay,” I say. “I’m just really happy to see you both.”
I give them each a hug. It’s genuine.
I think.
“Very Ted Kaczynski of you,” Joan says, gesturing to my hoodie and aviator sunglasses.
“Who’s that?”
They both laugh nervously.
No idea why.
A car pulls up and parks. All three of us turn our heads and wait for undercover cops to spring out of the unmarked sedan. Seize me by the arms and legs. Hog-tie me before hauling me off for questioning. An older man gets out of the car—his posture so poor even gravity empathizes with him. Hunched forward, he hobbles toward a patisserie across the street—its buttery insides billowing out into the parking lot.
The old man reminds us that time is limited. That I’ve turned Cal, and in turn Joan, into my coconspirators. The banter turns serious. Joan asks three questions. How I’m coping with everything. Where I’m hiding out. If I saw the news about the raid on the warehouse. I give her three responses in return.
One: “Pretty overwhelmed.”
Two: “I’m staying with a friend I recently made.”
Three: “I saw it. Don’t know what to say.”
Cal shuffles in place. “I called the cops as soon as I read your letter.”
“I wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.”
Joan holds out a small, torn piece of paper with jagged edges. On it, in Joan’s cursive, so perfect it could pass for that on the Declaration of Independence, is Laura Poole’s number. “For you.”
“How?”
“Only a few people at the paper are allowed to view the files pertaining to your investigation, but the general counsel is always allowed,” she explains. “Terry had to include everything he knew as part of it, including his contact leading to Laura Poole. I called that contact and played miss-mean-lawyer. He folded.”
I stare back in amazement. At the generosity.
“Do you think the Subterraneans are still after you?” Joan asks.
“I know for a fact that some notable people got away. But I doubt they’re worrying about me right now. They’re probably hundreds of miles from us, trying to find a spot to regroup.”
“And the other thing?” Cal asks nervously.
“Yeah, it’s pretty real,” I say. “Pretty scary.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s a serial killer. And one that I’ve pissed off to no end.” They stand with their mouths open, searching for the words to help make a friend feel better, but topics like “enraged killers” are not something covered in etiquette school. “Look, you’re going to see something else on the news. Guessing today or tomorrow. It will be bad—because it really is bad—and it will look even worse for me. But you’ll have to trust me that it’s not what it looks like and come tomorrow morning, one way or another, this will be over.”
“You’re going after him—for real this time, aren’t you?” Joan asks.
I nod. “It’s the only way this will end.”
They swallow what I’m telling them like cough syrup. We exchange moments together without anything to say or do but sip coffee, anxiously allowing for a minute or two to pass before I head back to the war zone and they continue their civilian lives.
“If I want to make everything right, I better get a move on it.”
“I’m going to see you again, right?” Cal asks.
“I’ll do my best.”
I wonder if that’s true. I realize it is.
Do I have trouble with the truth?
“Come here.” Cal leans in, and we give each other another hug. I repeat it with Joan.
“You be good to yourself,” Joan says.
“I’ll see you both on the other side.”
    
I wait for Cal’s car to pull out of the lot before I take Laura’s number from my pocket. My dad opens the passenger-side door and gets in.
“You should call her now,” my father says.
“Where were you?”
“Around.”
I dial the number Joan gave me. It rings four times, and someone picks up. No greeting. Just a few breaths into the phone. If I weren’t the one calling, I’d think I was back on the line with the killer.
“Hello?” I try to jump-start the conversation.
“This line has only ever rung a handful of times,” I hear Laura say. “Mainly from my mom. But by the end of our last conversation, I told her to never call back. Which leads us to this time.”
“This is Dash.”
“Amir,” my dad grunts.
“Who?” Laura is now irritated. More than usual.
“The shitty reporter you met a few weeks ago.”
“I told you he’d start killing again, you dumb idiot.”
“I need your help. For real this time. Not for a story either.”
“Then for what?”
“I have to find him.”
“Go bother the cops. Leave me alone.”
“I can’t. Look, he has something—someone. Someone that means a lot to me, and if I don’t find him soon, he’ll kill him. If I involve cops, he’ll probably kill him sooner.”
“Who does he have?”
“My dog.”
I expect her to burst out laughing. To mock me with a one-liner. She doesn’t. Instead, she gives me an address in Santa Cruz. Repeats it twice as I fumble for a pen.
“I’ll be in the vicinity,” she says. “Red tags should give it away.”
“The vicinity?”
She hangs up.
    
The drive to Santa Cruz burns more time off the countdown clock, forcing me to calculate how much Glitch has left.
“If the killer was in your apartment—say three hours before you got back there from the beach—that would leave maybe ten hours,” my dad says. “But it could be less if he was in there earlier. However, it’s doubtful he’d do any of it during daylight. Maybe he got inside around seven. That would leave eight hours.”
“Fine, let’s operate like we have eight hours to find him.”
“And how’s your mind holding up, son?”
“Foggy.”
“How much memory do you have left?”
“It’s shrinking fast. This morning, I thought I had a couple of years’ worth left. Now, maybe months.”
“And the farm—still remember?”
“Yes, but not how it ended. Are you ever going to tell me how you made it back here or what?”
“You will know when you’re ready.”
“Time is ticking, in case you weren’t aware.”
We turn off the freeway and into downtown Santa Cruz—narrow streets and an endless array of youth displaced from their well-to-do parents but not from the credit cards or money market accounts they were given. They wear hemp and beads, sandals, and ponchos. Jeans purchased from thrift stores even though they have enough money for Nordstrom.
“This must be it.” I turn the car into a massive strip mall—the stores conjoined one after the other. T.J. Maxx, Ross, Dollar Tree, Dick’s Sporting Goods, Best Buy, IKEA, and Target. “She’s in one of them, I guess.”
We search the stores starting with Target and Best Buy. Navigate slack-jawed shoppers staring at television screens or sizing up Merona T-shirts against their torsos. No sign of Laura in either one.
Twenty minutes wasted.
We walk past golf clubs, home exercise equipment, and Little League baseball gloves at Dick’s Sporting Goods. She’s not here either.
Fifteen more minutes down the drain.
The little trinkets and chaotic organization of cooking utensils at the Dollar Tree. Nope.
Ten minutes off the clock.
Ross is quieter. One person at the counter—an older woman with beige slacks perfect for bingo night. We follow the linoleum floor pathway, splitting racks of dress pants and beachwear until it rounds off at the store’s back corner. But there, with clothes adorned with red tags, is a logo for women’s jeans: Vicinity.
“Clever,” my dad says.
Laura stands behind a long metal hanger, her pixie cut against her neck.
“Was this necessary?” I ask.
“My phone is obviously monitored, moron. If you want my help so you can play vigilante, it’s best we don’t let them overhear us.” She takes off a pair of bug-eyed sunglasses. “In here.” She heads toward the dressing rooms and opens the door to the biggest stall and there we huddle in private conspiracy. “What’s your plan?”
“I don’t really have one. You’re the only person that’s survived—so I thought it made sense to start there.”
She sits down on the bench facing the dressing mirrors. Crosses and uncrosses and crosses her legs. “All you have is a wing and a prayer?”
“Can you give any details on your escape? Maybe there’s something there?”
“I told the police everything I could remember.”
“The report was so procedural. I need details.”
“And you think I enjoy talking about that experience?”
“Trust me, I know how much it sucks to revisit the past. But I’m begging you.”
“If I tell you about it, and somehow it leads you back to him, you have to promise me one thing—it’s the only reason I’m here right now.”
“What?”
“You kill him.”
“What do you mean?”
“You. Kill. Him.”
“That’s a pretty serious promise.”
“This is a pretty serious game.” She leans back and reaches into her handbag. Pulls out a pack of cigarettes.
“I aim to stop him.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“You think I’m a killer?”
Her eyes comb the textures of my soul like it’s braille. Her brows pinch. Confused, she lights her cigarette and puffs on it. “No, I suppose not.”
“Walk me through what you experienced. Tell me what it’s like. What you saw. And I promise—I will do right by you.”
“I’ll tell you.” She leans back. Mumbles something under her breath. Positions her cigarette in front of her face—the storytelling pose. “You wake up, and he has you, and you are his little toy, and he makes sure you know that. He makes sure of it so often it starts to melt your ability to think straight.” She squirms a bit in her seat. Stares up at the ceiling. “He moves you through—wherever it is, his compound or something. It’s a maze, really. But it’s not outdoors. It’s a house—a fucking big one, but it’s probably all underground—no windows for sure. And you’re stuck there, forced to play his game. There’s no choice. He makes you move through the place. One room after another. One trap after another. He gives you a map in a way. At first, he shows you the sequence of rooms you need to follow to get out. But it’s not that easy. He mixes them up and makes sure to confuse you as much as possible. It’s all shown on a series of screens. Feels like you’re looking into a tarantula’s eyes. And one by one, you see the rooms and the patterns. This room. Then that room. Another room. And another. Past this dead thing. Past this soon-to-be-dead thing. Past this person, this other human being, who’s just like you, who maybe got to play the same game, who probably already failed, but you don’t have time to contemplate any of that or how you fit into their story. You just can’t.” She starts to struggle for the first time. Her arm shakes under the weight of the cigarette.
“You can’t smoke in here,” someone says on the other side of the door, probably the old woman working the front.
“Fine,” Laura says, voice cracking. She twists the cigarette into the bench. We hear the woman walk away, and Laura takes a deep breath. In a flash, I see her resolve. Nothing can stop her now. She clasps her eyes shut, opening them on a long exhale. “So, something happens. I just go numb. I’m not weighing the pros and cons of falling into another trap. I’m not trying to do anything other than survive. I only think about the route. I just kept playing it again and again in my head. Room by room.” A rising swell of tears invades her eyes, mounting over her irises but never breaking down her face. “I do it. I walk past and around whatever is in each room. Whoever. I tell myself, ‘They’re not people, Laura. They’re obstacles.’ Because if I even make the mistake once of thinking it’s another human being, I’ll never make it out myself. So I keep going even though I fully expect that stupid wolf mask to pop out at any second, for him to end the game and my life, but it never happens. It goes on. One room after the next. Again. And again. And again.” She shakes her head. “I get to the last room, and there’s all this smoke—so thick, all I could see were shadows moving around me. An outline. It seems indistinct at first but then it becomes clear. It’s him. And that’s it. That’s the last thing I remember.” Her hands glide down the top of her thighs to her knees. “Next thing I know, I’m out on the beach, totally naked. Fucker. But I’m free. I’ll never know why he let me go.” She sits in silence. Her head falls into her lap. I watch the hard-boiled, quick-witted woman who never intends on showing weakness to me or any other person on the planet finally crack. She reaches around her knees, bringing them into her chest.
“Do something,” my dad tells me.
I sit down next to her and rub her back. She recoils and waves me off with her hands. After a minute, her tears slow from a sprint to a crawl. She looks up at me, mascara marking her face like a jaguar’s coat.
“A random face will pop into my mind every now and again.” She sucks snot back up into her sinuses. “The face will just linger, and I’ll stare off into space. Days go by. And finally, it dawns on me. It was one of them.” I grab a fuzzy sweater off a nearby rack. Take it back to Laura. Use it to wipe off her face. Her tears, her snot, her spittle.
“I’m very sorry this happened to you.”
She nods back in a way to tell me, yeah, yeah. I have one more stupid question. One more obvious follow-up. As soon as I ask it, I feel like one of those dumb cops who talked to me in the hospital.
“You remember anything about the rooms? Furniture? Wallpaper?”
“No,” she says sharply. She’s taken the sweater from my hand. Dabs her cheek with the sleeve. “Not very helpful, huh?”
“Are you going to be alright?”
She tells me she’ll be fine. I head toward the door.
“Wait. There is one thing,” she says. “There were these stupid ornaments. He had them all on fire. Like infinity symbols or something.”
“Infinity symbols?”
“Yeah. On fire.”
And then it hits me.
“Any chance he had electronics in these rooms?”
“For sure. He was talking to me over a PA system the whole time.”
“You know what that means and where we need to go,” my dad says.
We hurry to the van.
And start the journey back to the data center.
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We watch the moving trucks back up to the data center and disorganized workers scurry in and out of the building like maggots suddenly discovered on the underside of a rock. In and out of the short, three-story building, they come and go—carrying computers and chairs and cubicle dividers. A man in a black suit stands by the front entrance but he doesn’t look like any of the guys that grabbed me the other day. Those guys are likely with Rocket in another city—maybe even another country by now—or were arrested on the pier. This guy is new. Probably had his memory wiped like all of the other imbeciles under Rocket’s spell.
“They’re removing every bit out of that place,” I tell my dad.
“Wouldn’t you be quick to remove any trace of it?”
Even in November, the sun beats down on Gilroy in the midafternoon so mercilessly that the front seat of Fuji’s van becomes stuffed with carbon dioxide. It doesn’t have power locks or windows, and I have to crank the lever counterclockwise a few rotations to get some fresh air.
“How long has it been since you slept?”
“Two days. Three if you don’t count catnaps.”
“You need to sleep when this is all over.”
Sleep is for those in contentment with themselves. For people who are okay with the thought of waking up and resuming a life spent as the person they were when they fell asleep in the first place. Sleep is a bounty for the redeemed. One I’ll never collect.
“There’s a lot of movers,” he says. “Maybe fifteen or sixteen trucks?”
“At least. How do you think we get inside?”
“What patterns do you see? Where are the openings to attack?”
“This isn’t chess, and this isn’t time for a good ole father-son lesson.”
“You’re not getting in there by just walking through the front door and saying, ‘Hey, I used to work here.’ Use your mind. Can you tell how many movers are flowing in and out of the building?”
“I don’t know—twenty? Thirty? Maybe more. It’s hard to tell.”
“Exactly. And why is it hard to tell?”
“I’ve never seen any of them before, and they’re going in and out too fast.”
“Right—and do you think it’s any easier for that suit to tell them apart? Or how about the movers—do you think they know each other all that well? They’re not even wearing any uniforms.”
“I see where this is headed.”
“Obvious, right?”
I hatch the first iteration of the plan. Propose that we sneak around the front of the truck parked on the far end of the lot. When two or three other movers drop something off inside it, we’ll walk into the building behind them.
“Good. But you still haven’t accounted for the suit managing the move.”
“Chances are he’s not looking for me because they think I’m dead.”
“Then let’s get to it.”
“Before we do this, why are you suddenly helping me?”
“Not now.” He looks to the van’s side-view mirror and opens the door. “We’re wasting time. We have to go.”
We start to loop back around the far side of the building through fields of dirt and weeds and gopher holes. There are no trees to cover our approach, so we move fast but not so much so that we catch the attention of anyone off in the distance. Soon the building separates us from the moving trucks and workers, blocking their line of sight. We creep around to the front of a truck and crouch down, leaning against its wide chrome grill, the oval Ford logo at its center. I start to talk, but my father holds his index finger to his lips. Instead, we wait until we hear the patter of footsteps walking up the metal ramp leading from the asphalt into the back of the truck. The vehicle rumbles as the movers set something heavy within the cargo area.
My body, as beaten up as it is, manufactures enough fear for adrenaline to course through my system. Fear of failure. Fear that this won’t work, and I lose Glitch. Fear that we’re caught, just like the last time I was here. But fear and rage are close cousins, and I use it all as a force against this facility and this dream of Rocket’s because he too is to blame, and maybe this will be my act of vengeance.
“Now,” I whisper.
We peel around the side of the truck and find the backs of three movers walking down the ramp, headed toward the building where the suit leans against a wall, swiping at his phone. The mover with a blond ponytail hears my footsteps and looks over his shoulder—surprised at first, but then flicks his head in my direction, the age-old male-to-male nod. We’re inside the lobby and follow them into the elevator.
“You just get here?” a short, pudgy man says as the elevator door closes.
“Yeah, I got the start time wrong.”
They all laugh, and the pudgy man’s belly jiggles out from underneath a T-shirt. “Happens to the best of us.”
The elevator dings and the doors part and there, standing before us, is the third floor, half the workstations still intact. The movers start breaking down the nearest cubicle—power drills torquing screws. We head down the corridor, across the shadows demarking several more workstations until I find the last one on the row. I sit down at the computer and power it on. Wait for the login portal to flash.
“They must have blocked your credentials,” my dad says.
“Definitely.” I enter credentials belonging to someone else. “But they didn’t block Mahmoud’s.”
“Enzo’s last deed,” he says.
“How’d you know?”
“Focus on what you’re doing.”
The next screen loads, and there awaits a backlog of assigned and categorized videos and audio recordings from inside people’s homes and cars. I ignore all of it and use the search function. Narrow the search results to Monterey County only. Hit enter.
“Shit.” The search returns 4,871 results. Seventy-three pages of spy-cam footage to sort through.
“Filter it further,” my dad says.
I go with “Monterey County video feeds with connections to smart speaker systems.” I hit enter, and it returns 372 results.
“This will take forever,” he says.
“No—I can search items the recognition software categorized.”
“Hurry.”
I rise out of the seat and see the suit has arrived on the floor. He’s talking with the same three movers from the elevator. The pudgy man points down in our direction and I plunk down below the cover of the cubicle.
“Fuck.”
“We should go.”
“No, this is our only shot.” I get back to the search bar. Punch in the only lead I have and search “infinity.”
I stand up, and the man in the suit moves in our direction, the pudgy man following behind. The soles of their shoes beat to an executioner’s song.
Clack, clack, clack.
“He’s coming.”
“No shit.” I look back at the search results. Still, far too many.
Clack, clack, clack.
“Try something else.”
Clack. Clack.
I try “infinity on fire” and hit enter.
“Fuck—nothing.”
Clack.
Clack.
Clack.
“Hurry!”
I peer back over the edge of the cubicle wall and into the darkened, narrow walkway penetrated by the man in the suit, closing the distance between us rapidly.
Clack.
“Anything else—now!”
The cursor slides back into the search bar. I type “figure eight ornament” and hit enter. And there, organized into five independent feeds are five separate infinity symbols fully aflame, all streaming from the same address.
Clack, clack, clack, clack, clack.
I move the cursor over the square. Right-click and select “source data.”
“What’s the address?”
“Help me remember this,” I tell my dad. “182 Fati Way.”
“182 Fati Way.”
CLACK, CLACK, CLACK.
I look over the cubicle again, and he’s two workstations down, stripping the darkness with the beams of his flashlight.
“Now!”
I unplug the computer and ditch the workstation, sprinting out into the corridor, entirely enveloped in their handheld search beams.
“Stop right there!” the suit says, but we are not stopping because we are not stopping here in this building ever again—because before he can get into a full sprint, we are already racing in the other direction and to the south end staircase, never looking back, only hearing the clacking of his shoes but by the time the door to the stairwell clicks shut, we are hopping over railing after railing, frog jumping down the banister—the shortcut between floors—and he screams for us to stop once more but the desperation leaking out of his soul is as evident as our near escape because the exit is right in front of us, and off we go, the sun ripping through the door’s opening and the outside world and its breeze pouring into the stairwell, killing the dry stench of every misdeed committed within the building. And the last time I hear the suit scream for us to stop, we are already off into the fields behind the data center, headed back toward the van, and all that is left to chase us are moving trucks bogged down by the immense weight of an entire building’s worth of spy equipment.
“We did it!” I scream as soon as I turn onto the freeway—blurring the faded asphalt and yellow lane markers. “We fucking did it!”
My father shakes me by the shoulder. “Yes, you did it.”
The afternoon sun knifes through the windshield as I pull into a gas station and head inside for a bag of chips. The man behind the register gives me a weird look as we enter—the inside is perfumed with the stinging chemicals of bathroom mop detergent. I ask my dad what he wants to eat while bypassing the front-facing stand with Chapstick and condom-sized Tylenol wrappers and condom-sized wrappers of condoms.
“I’m not hungry.”
The drink selection is overwhelming and I can’t think straight. Too many choices. Too many cans and plastic bottles and beers and Gatorades and Red Bulls and sodas and forever it goes.
“Sir, are you okay?” the cashier asks from behind the counter.
“Huh?”
“Do you need any help?”
“Who are you?”
“I work here.”
I look around the insides of the crowded space—the candy bar aisle facing the energy bar aisle, leaving only a shoulder-length distance in between. “What does that guy want?” I ask my dad.
“Oh no. Your memory.”
“What?”
“It’s happening. There are only a few more hours to go for Glitch.”
Glitch.
And with that, the static builds up in my head. Waves of fierce electricity crackling like downed powerlines in a tsunami. I blink, and the man behind the counter asks me if I’m alright again. I fall to a knee, stand back up, and brace myself against the fogged glass containing gallons of milk and cream. “Yeah—why wouldn’t I be?”
“Because you’ve been standing there for at least twenty minutes.”
“What is he talking about, Dad?”
“Sir—who are you talking to?”
The needle of denial plunges into my heart and my soul aches to weep but my brain is too disconnected now to register the sadness it protected me from these last fifteen or sixteen hours—since that knock on my door, since he walked right back into my life. My memories vaporize within my cranium like a water bottle left out underneath the sun and here I am with the realization that isn’t felt in my mind because that is the part of me that betrays. Instead, it is my gut that recognizes that the hand that held the needle in the first place was my own. Recognizes that which I created. Nausea starts as a small tear in the abdomen, but as the realization of what is occurring in the external world becomes evident, that tear grows and rips along the large intestines, rupturing everything between the gut and throat until I can no longer heal it temporarily with denial. I stare back at the cashier, trying to remember what I’m supposed to do and where I need to go, with one simple detail from my memory coming back as so many more fade away.
“Nobody. I guess I forgot.”
That he died years ago at the farm.
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





TWENTY-SIX
That betta fish held captive within a tank the size of a sink wiggles his tail fin and spurts bubbles rising with freedom while the Japanese woman tells me her name again like she’s a priest exorcising Satan from my heart when in fact, all she’s trying to do is reinstall the last several weeks into my mind and help the real me live a while longer. She begs, begs, begs me to birth memories about her and a father and a dog out from between the spread-eagle legs protruding from my brain that nears coma. She tells me her name is Fuji again and tells me to fight against the swelling of an infinite black throughout the deadening neurons and backfiring synapses. Fight against the pills I took—the “stupid evil pills,” she says while getting in my face, coughing before falling back, bracing herself on her walker, and with spit popping off her lips like little pellets shot from a spring-loaded gun, she demands I find something within me to undo the damage I have wrought onto myself.
“Do it for Glitch!” she screams, then bends over, grabbing her knees while her diaphragm rises and falls with each guttural cough.
I tell her I don’t know who that is and she slaps me across the face and tears come out of my eyes—not from pain but from a montage of images playing out on the screen within my mind—images of the golden retriever battered and torn apart by an owner I wanted to murder, images of the loving creature pushing his snout snug up against my jaw like the tightest winter scarf, his eyes always looking up at me with a glistening film born of deep understanding and silent communication, speaking to me not in English or dog or gibberish but through a bond—pure and sweet and without subtext.
“The dog,” I say.
“Yes!”
Yes, the dog. The orange dog floods back through me as if every white and red blood cell carries him within the safe embrace of its nucleus, swirling through my veiny interstate highway system before taking the exit ramp through my heart, warming it with a longing so expansive my chest screams with a furious combination of love and fear and love over and over until I can picture him so confidently that he’s not escaping me again.
“Where is he?”
I tell her I can’t remember.
“Yes, you do,” she says. “Hurry! He doesn’t have much time left!”
Her palm again slaps across my face, and another flash whirls through my mind, this one not of the dog but instead from just hours ago at the data center, on the freeway, at the gas station, the point where my time as a fully autonomous being ended and devolved into the now half-man, half-nothing human that drove himself back to this woman’s house after looking up the address found on the van’s registration.
“I told a father. My father?”
The woman shuffles her walker into the dark narrow of her home’s hallway, and soon I hear a crash of items tossed about a room still out of sight. She grunts and gasps for air, and more items bang around before she comes hustling back, dragging that walker with her and past a garbage bag whose aura feels as ominous as a dimly lit back alley. Inside a basket attached to the front of her walker is a black-and-white board so obvious that even my ghostly memory can identify it with no problem. The pieces rattle as she moves—the soldier-horses ever the heroes, bishops long and slender, kings and queens with crowns sharp and serrated like a great white’s jaws.
“You must think about chess,” she says.
“Who are you?”
“Fuji!” She slaps me at the temple. She recoils her hand and shakes it, her bluish fingers flopping in the air. “Goddammit!” She blows on her hand, putting out the imaginary fire burning her flesh to ash. She holds the board and pieces out to me. “Set it up!”
“I don’t know how.”
“Of course you do!”
My mind curdles with every passing second, with every thought entering and exiting it. “Who are you?”
“FUJI!”
The Japanese woman takes the board and unfolds it, spreads it over the sofa cushion like a map, running her hands across the surface. She begins the process of populating the board. The black pieces first—larger pieces in the back, shorter ones in the front. She moves to arrange the white pieces on the squares nearest me.
“Wait,” I say. I take the pieces out of her wrinkled, tremoring hands wrought with veins and protruding with the tiny, ultra-breakable bones connecting the knuckles to the wrist. I start arranging the white pieces because this feels familiar and this feels right—the knowledge of where these pieces belong becomes a tiny star in my universe refusing to join its peers in the dying dimness, in the infinite black soon to be victorious over the eternal light. But this one star refuses to yield defeat, and so one star becomes several, and soon a constellation is reborn upon this chessboard. The white pieces are perfectly placed within their proper coordinates, their appropriate squares.
“Yes!” the Japanese woman says. “Now concentrate. We’re running out of time. Think back to your apartment. What did the board look like the last time you saw it?”
“Apartment?”
“Hold on.” She shuffles back toward the salon chairs. Fetches a notebook off the counter and bumps into one of the tangerine swivel chairs, spinning it like a planet in orbit. She whips through page after page until her face blooms wide. “Here! What does this move mean to you? Dxe5.”
Dxe5.
She repeats it. Dxe5.
The move punches through my abdomen, but as it does so, I know what to do. I slide the white pawn forward. Reaching for its black counterpart, they meet in an attacking square position. I whisper it to myself. “Dxe5.”
And as my fingertips come off the black plastic foot soldier of my father’s former army, the farm floods back to me in totality, the full suite of memories from start to finish, from day one to month three. A civil war erupts inside my head, memories forgotten versus those which refuse the amnesia.
My mouth and lips—now on autopilot—mumble the moves.
“Ng4.”
“Nf3.”
“Nc6.”
My hands snatch at pieces—black and white, short and tall, slender and stout—sliding diagonally, up two over one, up and back, retreating before attacking again.
“Bf4.”
After each move, another memory comes back, all from the current moment fighting backward. A day ago. Last week. When the story on the killer was first published. The night I met Rocket. Finally, I castle the white king, tucking him safely into a corner behind loyal pawns standing at the ready. As I do, I can remember my father, standing in the workstation as the man in the suit was approaching down the hall, and hear my dad’s voice repeat the address back to me.
“Glitch is at 182 Fati Way.”
The old woman screams in elation. Then coughs. She’s exhausted—now leaning over the edges of her walker. Her labored breathing normalizes. She looks up at me and smirks because we’ve been through some shit.
I wipe my lips of saliva and stand.
“Fuji. Your name is Fuji.”
    
Fuji tells me about two similar voyages. The researchers in Antarctica. The climbers on Everest. About how when the conditions become so fierce with frosted winds and thickened flurries, visibility diminishes to a foot or two, maybe less, and anything beyond that are the ghosts found within the grasps of whipping snow. There is only one thing tethering a group of people to one another—a thin rope fastened from one person to the next. The pack leader clips it to their beltline, and it runs taut until the next person in the group—maybe five feet behind the leader—clips it to theirs. This daisy chain continues until the last person. And the slight tugs between two people are all they have in knowing the person ahead of them is still alive.
“Are you the rope, and I’m the snowstorm?”
“Neither, young man. You are the person in front, towing your memories up the mountain.”
She tells me that I’m nearing the summit. And as I do, the air gets thinner. My lungs burn, and my will to live betrays me. My connection to that in which I tow dwindles until I’ve lost it altogether.
“What’s at the summit?”
“You already decided the summit is about forgetting your past.”
“Then why tow the memories?”
“Because you still have more searching to do.”
Glitch.
“What’s the point of your metaphor?”
“That we’ve only clipped you to your memories. Rescued them temporarily. The air and atmosphere are dire. The summit awaits. Your memories will probably fade again. I’m worried we only bought you another hour or so.”
The room is quiet but for the occasional swoosh of air from the top of the oxygen tank, a pressure release as it drops in supply. The sunlight penetrating the window shades weakens and slowly morphs because the sun is setting.
“Why do you think he disappeared at the gas station?”
“Your father can only exist just as long as you remember him.”
“But I remember again. Why isn’t he back?”
“Dash—”
“Amir, evidently.”
“Amir, did you think he was really back?”
I replay seeing him again at my apartment all these years later. Juxtapose that against the experiences at the farm. The knowledge that cancer, at that late stage, is one-way traffic. And as I do, I know that deep down, I only wanted him to be back. To be real. “No. I realize that now.”
I ask Fuji why anyone would do this to themselves. Why my broken-down brain would reinvent my father in the way I did—with a gun in the middle of the night, behind the wheel, running me off a freeway.
“Trauma does certain things to the mind. What you went through when he was dying—that did something to you.”
“What’s your hypothesis, doc?”
Fuji fetches a book I saw her reading previously. The Haunted Self. “This book helped explain a lot after Richard died.”
“How long did he fight his cancer?”
“Well, Amir, you’re not the only one who has told a lie or two.”
“He didn’t have cancer?”
“It would have been easier in some ways if he did.” She holds her hand to her mouth. Nibbles on her knuckle and stares at the wall. “He was an addict. Hid it well, though. That much I can say.”
“From you?”
Fuji shakes her head. “We didn’t hide anything from each other. He hid it from the rest of the world.”
“What was the real cause of death?”
“Technically, liver failure, but we know what caused that. Have you ever seen or heard what happens when someone dies of liver failure?”
I shake my head.
“There’s nothing else in the body keeping the toxins from the brain. Their thoughts become delusional. Their skin turns a shade of green, and death takes too long to arrive. Brutal. Just brutal.”
“You’ve kept his stuff here all this time?”
“As much as those rooms could fit.”
“Are you afraid of what might happen if you emptied it all out?”
“I’m the one who’s supposed to be asking the questions.” She giggles, but I’m guessing only to suppress her pain. “Before I could understand why I was hoarding, I searched for answers. I came across dissociative states. Do you know what those are?” She tells me about dissociative identity disorder. A person projecting an identity from within their mind into the outside world.
“This happens subconsciously?”
“People do it for all kinds of reasons. But if I had to guess—based on that book—your mind split your father off because it was fighting for his memory. And as it was doing that, he went from fighting you to fighting for you.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Why do you think you have these weird flashes and don’t know what happened while they’re occurring?”
“The glitches?”
“It’s very confusing the dog’s name is also Glitch—you understand that?”
I laugh but the relief it delivers is fleeting. I check the time. Do the simple math of how much Glitch has left. A little more than ninety minutes. It will take thirty to drive out to 182 Fati Way.
“Let’s try something.” Soon, Fuji is fastening a small device to my index finger—short, cold, and pulsating. “We’re going to do an exercise. Sometimes it’s used for post-traumatic stress disorder. It buzzes your finger randomly while you recall events from your life. It’s supposed to unearth details while also removing the event’s power over you.”
“Do we have time for this?”
Fuji nods. “It doesn’t take long. Close your eyes for me. I want you to think hard.”
I let my lids fall over my weary, burning eyes like velvet linens.
“Think of your father for a moment. You now know the truth. He’s gone.”
“My father is dead, yes.”
“The man from the dealership never truly attacked you, correct?”
“I was never attacked by the man at the dealership.”
“And the father that came back to your apartment yesterday was only a projection from your mind.”
“Seems that is the case.”
“Now, what happened during the glitches? Try to see behind the void in your memory.”
My cheeks bite into the center of my face, souring its expression. I think of the glitches and the kaleidoscope of images. The rush of sensations. Search behind the crunches of static and through the waves of electricity, the roaring synaptic thunderstorms deafening all parts of my brain—parts holding the most painful experiences, the sweetest moments taken in, the mundane and maddening in between—and relive that first glitch at the farm, right as I held that pillow above my father’s tortured face, and feel the glitch wash over me in its loving way, keeping me from accessing whatever happened that night. And then the reliving continues. Each electric glitch in these last couple of months—in my apartment, while driving, at the warehouse, on and on—and through the black-and-white crunch of pulsating static, I begin to see a figure, godlike in his form, glowing on the edges of his being until the static foreground speckled in grains of salt and pepper dissipates, and the figure becomes clearer. There, behind the glitches—every single one—the king of night reigns. And now, as Fuji guides me through this journey, this excavation of my insecurities, I see my father every time I glitched, standing at the chessboard kept safely in the furthest recesses of my mind, in the places I could never find when trying to destroy everything about myself because he—the version of him that I could never kill or watch die lives on, protecting me from me, from the self-destruction button I relentlessly pressed over and over and over again, pill after pill after pill, each glitch his way of taking control of my brain and securing just enough memory about who I am and what I’ve done—good and bad—because he believes in me more than I believe in myself. With each glitch I experienced, behind each wall of magnetic electricity churned by the guardian angel, he fought on, keeping bits of the past—the good past that reminds me that I wasn’t always this way, and the bad past that explains how I became this way—weaving together as many memories as possible with specific chess moves—your superpower, I can hear him say, his Pakistani accent rolling the syllables—all in the hopes that I, too, would fight for myself and wouldn’t give in and wouldn’t throw away everything that makes me, me.
With eyes still shut, the device continuing its throb into my fingertip, I tell Fuji what I now understand until I can talk no more.
“Shh, young man. Big breath in. Let it out slowly.” Fuji wipes my cheek dry with a Kleenex. “Pain is but the echo of joy.”
“The night this all started—in the middle of my street—was the first time I could feel my memory fading from the prescription drugs. And I was starting to forget pieces of him. But because of that, something within me had to intervene.”
“And then he appeared.”
“I’m such a fool. He wasn’t trying to do me harm.”
“Don’t stop, Amir. Keep talking this through.”
“He wasn’t going to let me do this to myself.”
“Keep going.”
“He was watching over me. Like he always did—it never changes.”
“Don’t stop.”
“But he’s gone now. I need him. I need him to get Glitch—I can’t do this alone. Where is he?” I unclench my eyes. Find Fuji sitting opposite me. But as I scan the room—hoping to see him standing in the corner or coming down the hall, his lips parting underneath his mustache and into that smirk of his that sparked a thousand explosions of happiness inside my heart—the shadow of realization encroaches closer, until finally, its blackness has enveloped the meager hope I had manufactured.
“I’m alone, aren’t I?” My voice raises. Words arrive by the vessels of scream and fright. “Am I alone?”
“Hush, hush. He’s here. He’s right here.” She pokes her finger into my chest.
“No. I really mean it. I need him. This isn’t a joke.”
“He’s been there all along.”
“PLEASE!”
“Shh, poor child.” Fuji brushes the side of my head with her palm.
I fall into Fuji’s arms, snot dragging across her shoulder.
“It’s okay. Just let it out.”
Little explosions pour out of me with each diaphragmatic heave. Colors burst out from my soul as if it had held the designs of a painting for eternity, finally able to put brushstrokes to canvas. I cry and cry and the colors swerve over each other, streaks of navy and emerald, drippings of blood orange and deep purple. The canvas no longer blank, the pain finally unleashed.
“Good.” She rubs my back in circular motions until the canvas is no more. The explosions are but tiny coughs from the soul freed from oppression, now wearily beginning its healing journey.
“I don’t even know who I am anymore,” I whisper. “He’s the only person that knows. How am I supposed to know what to do if I don’t know who I am?”
“You are your father, Amir. And he is you. And because of that—he lives on within you. Forever.”
There we sit, arms tangled over shoulders and wrapped around each other’s backs. Chins into necks. The smell of Fuji’s old-lady perfume taken in with each breath. I gather enough strength to stand out of my seat. I tug at the bottom of my black hoodie and kiss Fuji atop her head.
“Thank you, Fuji.”
“And thank you, Amir.”
I grab the van’s keys off a salon chair.
“You’re going now?”
“There’s not much time left.”
Fuji’s expression is serious but understanding—a general watching their soldier march into battle. “Come here. One more hug.” She pulls my chest into her head. “Please return in one piece.”
“I will do what needs to be done.”
She lets go of my waist. “You’re sure this is what you want to do?”
I walk over to the garbage bag. Open it up and look inside, making sure it’s still there. I carry it over my shoulder. “I’m sure.”
I close the door gently behind me, shutting it to the image of Fuji looking longingly at me as the sliver of space between the door and frame shut, all the while saying to myself, I’m sure.
Repeating it as I open the driver’s-side door.
I’m sure.
As I start the engine.
I’m sure.
As I scrawl a few reminders across a hot-pink sticky note.
I head away into the early night—the oldest friend I’ve known—down Fuji’s street and out of her neighborhood, gripping the wheel tighter for I know the darkness that awaits, doing so because I am sure and because it’s the only thing I know how to do right here and right now.
I’m sure, I say to myself, getting on the freeway, heading toward the most inland parts of Monterey County, miles from shoreline and ocean air, from suburban neighborhoods. I drive toward the valley, already feeling my memory depleting rapidly again, mental lucidity becoming endangered, but before me waits but one objective, one last judgment. Into the night I proceed. On I go further. And I do so because of one certain reminder. An echo from behind the glitches. And I am sure what it is saying.
This is who you are, he keeps telling me.
Yes, this is who I am.
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TWENTY-SEVEN
The moon opens its eyes to the desolate valley that carves roads in winding turns of black pavement, slicing through hills surrounded by dry brush ready to light aflame come summer, gutting the incline up the Old Ranch Highway, a two-lane instant car crash death waiting to happen—especially at night and especially when one of the involved drivers is sleep-deprived.
And if only sleep deprivation were the lone issue.
Memory annihilation. Manifesting dissociative personalities.
Managing the stress brought on by heading straight for a maniac who has most certainly set a trap and waits for me to fall into that trap, and yet I defy my wise flight response and rush into that trap nonetheless. Because wisdom holds no merit for the desperate.
I turn onto Mori Canyon Road, fully inoculated from fear. From the latent anxiety produced by looming mortality. Because just as my mind softens yet again—her name is Fuji, the dog is Glitch, and you are who he thinks you are—and as apparent as the darkness is that I’m about to confront, so too is the sense of finality. That maybe this whole journey was nothing more than a stint in purgatory—a period starting from that last night on the farm that continues to bleed out still this very moment as I wait for judgment on my life lived—a final purification of the elect or the punishment of the damned.
One way or another, this ends tonight.
And aren’t endings—even the most hopeless ones—peaceful in their own weird ways?
The van redlines as the incline grows steeper, the drop off the cliff becoming more vacuous and unknown, even with headlights gliding over the top of the canyon’s edge. Now and again the road bends like sloppy cursive and I can see off over the cliff and across the canyon, through thick pine and redwood forests and to what look like houses. But they are few and far between. You don’t move out into the valley for neighborly comradery. You move out here because you want privacy—a world built in the pursuit of total desolation.
Where am I going again?
I snatch the hot-pink sticky note off the center console. Read it.
Glitch—the dog.
Fuji—the old lady.
I am my father’s son.
At last, the ascension up the hill finds a side turn—a private dirt road barricaded with an iron gate. No Trespassing. But this is the destination. This is Fati Way. Only one residence on the road. The one I need. I pull the van over. Get what I need out of the vehicle. The one item wrapped in a garbage bag.
A camera mounted to the gate—eyes and ears atop a surveillance neck—oscillates and follows me. I approach the gate and wonder if the Coast Killer is the only one watching on the other side of that surveillance feed. If someone at another data facility in another city can also tune in. Before I can figure out how to scale the barrier, the fortress opens its womb to me—the gate slowly swings forward at its hydraulic command. I walk through and onto Fati Way, looking up at a well-lit path guiding me to a looming mansion atop the hill, the gate closes behind me, and as it does, my mind bends to the pressure of those pills even more.
Glitch—the dog. That beautiful creature that refused to do anything but love you—YOU—the miserable piece of shit human who robbed people of their identities, people like that one old lady⁠—
Fuji—that unbelievable woman who took you in and protected you and helped you see the truth no matter how ugly it seemed because it is undoubtedly ugly and still filled with unknowns about the farm and whether this foolish identity thief may or may not have killed his own⁠—
Father—I am my father’s son—that is who I am, and I can’t forget that, not yet, not until this is over and I have lived up to the person he believed in, the person he fought to preserve.
The garbage bag hooks over my shoulder as I carry it up the hill along the killer’s version of a yellow brick road. Shoes crunch pebbles, but not the kind nature randomly scatters across the earth. These are the high-priced sort that sparkle and are bought, sold, and delivered by price-gouging landscaping contractors. On both sides of the path are tiki torches, not illuminating the night with flame but with electricity, and as I continue up the trail, each successive torch lights up, somehow detecting me along the way. Hovering over me in predatorial wait is the mansion—stone-clad, wide, and tall—ivy running up the sides and held below second-story balconies like a bride’s bouquet. The third story rises above the rest of the compound—a sniper’s tower, long and narrow. The oval driveway gives way to the courtyard, and the walkway leads to a front door guarded by statues of imperial horses.
Why am I here again?
I take the sticky note out of my back pocket.
Glitch!
I scan over the notes about Fuji and my father and get to my chicken-scratch plan.
Step One: Find a spot by the house that makes sense.
There are cameras mounted at every corner. Their necks swivel like hawks. The vast property continues its intimidation when I reach the backside. Rounded river stone stairs give way to what feels like two full acres of lawn surrounded by hedges cut with bonsai perfection. The gravel perimeter around the yard leads to a fenced tennis court and infinity pool, the audible whoosh from its hot tub. The pool spills over the edge and looks out to the valley, creamy moonlight dressing the tops of trees. Based on what Laura described, the guy had to be wealthy. This checks all the boxes. This is him.
The trek continues and unveils new cameras surveilling and moving to the opera of their oscillations’ electric buzz. But as I approach the pool, round off the garden path and away from the meticulous landscaping, the buzzing ceases. Just as the lights from the tennis court and patio die off in the distance, a new light emerges from behind a wooded area sloping to the other side of the cliff. It’s there that I find the real compound. Another stone structure—always stone with this guy. No windows. No cameras. A single-story guesthouse wedged between two castle-like turrets, moss decorating the sides. I place the garbage bag down at the base of one of the turrets.
Step Two: Initiate the clock.
I reach inside the black plastic bag, the open valley sky abloom with stars galactically powerful. I twist knobs and flick switches. Press arrow-up buttons until the parameters on the control panel are just right and the device is triggered. I leave it in the bag so any nearby cameras do not detect what waits inside. The digital display repeats back to me the time I have until this is over and I thank it for that.
Step Three: Synchronize your watch.
Over my shoulder, a door creaks on its hinges, greeting me with an invitation laced with threat. With the mouth to the guesthouse wide open, I look into its jaws and throat and head toward it anyway. The insides flash one neon light after the next. Pink for a count of one, two, three, then neon violet for another one, two, three. A voice familiar but too inaudible emanates from inside as twigs and leaves crush underneath my boots, the last steps from the outside world—perhaps my last breaths of the organic outdoors—before I finally walk through the doorframe. Fire-engine red—one, two, three—inside the first room, and it looks like nothing more than a hunter’s dream cabin resting someplace in the great Montana wilderness. Bearskin rug, head and claws still attached—posed with fangs aflare, roaring at me. Deep blue for three seconds. On the far side of the room is another door and I know the invitation extends there and the voice crackles louder but is still too indistinct to focus on amidst the blitzkrieg of stimuli. Green-green-green. I open the door and the one I previously walked through slams shut but that’s okay because I knew this was one-way traffic before I entered.
The room in front of me is more like a walk-in closet without the clothes rack or storage bins for shoes. Narrow and dark but for the still-penetrating hot colors flashing. Citrus orange—one, two, three. It leads to marble stairs descending into this compound, the voice playing over the speakers now louder and clearer, a sound wave rising from the bottom of the staircase. My boots clap marble as I’m taken—by fate, by will, by utter acceptance for what is and what is to be—lower and lower. The staircase twists like a spine reaching behind itself, and I travel around a thick column, concrete and as cool as the earth we are undoubtedly beneath. With each step, the electricity in my head sparks—quick zaps at first, then consistent lightning bolts through my neural pathways—a deadening of thought and comprehension. I fall on my ass. Back pushing against the column as I wait for the magnetic pulse. The crunching static.
But it doesn’t come.
Because this is not a glitch.
The last Lobotomy Pill finishes its work. Carries its toxins through my heart and veins and entire body, ripping through my cellular structure and settling in at the seahorse-shaped part of my brain—the hippocampus—where the last fighting bits of memories, the surviving part of me, exist and only for now. Because Fuji’s slaps across the face can save me no longer.
Step Four: Do not forget Step Three.
My legs are jelly. My eyes fog over.
And the voice is now crisp.
“I waited for my mom to leave—maybe fifteen minutes or so,” the voice says. “That’s when I made my way to the other side of the house.”
I slide my body down the steps, pulling and yanking my torso and hips and legs along this final journey.
“There was a cabinet in the hallway. I reached into it and pulled out a gun.”
One more step, I tell myself. Another—come on! Legs bumping into the sharp edges of marble, hands grabbing and pulling at the banister or column or stairs, corkscrewing one more time, only a few steps to go.
“I stood over him with the gun, looking down at his face. Never seen such a tortured look.”
I flop onto the concrete base of the staircase. Lift my head, wipe my mouth, and there, swaying east before returning west, spitting emblazoned embers out of its pit, displayed with the pride of someone always in control, is the figure eight—an infinity aflame.
“I had the pillow in one hand, the gun in the other,” the voice says from out of the speakers.
My voice.
The wall curves with thirty or forty mounted screens across three rows. Perfectly symmetrical squares—electric boxes with black-and-white images—the same video playing on each television screen. I watch one. I watch them all.
As they play the warehouse surveillance footage.
As I watch my recorded testimony.
“And then what did you do, poor little bird?” A white guy with dreads—machete-sharp bone structure—coaxes me in the video. I watch myself lean into the microphone to answer.
My mind folds in on itself, and I try to fight it off. Because I want to see from the surveillance footage what I had to say next. What my answer was that night. That night—was it weeks ago or years ago? Is that Dash or Amir? My brain has hit FORCE + QUIT, and the power-down sequence has begun, and I roll over on my back, head arched on its crown so I can still see the black-and-white footage, asking myself the simple question. Why?
Why keep going?
The first screen on the top row clicks off.
Why keep fighting?
Each subsequent TV does the same.
Isn’t this what I wanted all along?
The speakers pop as the audio source changes. The killer speaks and the voice is layered—different octaves and pitches distorting his speech, like all the souls murdered here talk with him in unison.
“You are the toy that entered willingly,” the killer says from the speaker.
Why did I want it—to become something new?
“But I am your Death Professor,” the killer taunts.
To run away from something?
“And class shall commence.”
Emerald clouds of smoke pour out of the small vents on the floor. Soft shapes twirl, rising in the air, swelling on the ground.
“Breathe it in. Breathe it out.”
I cough. Gag. Small pieces of glass ripping the insides of my lungs.
“No. No. My toy is not allowed to die yet.”
All I can see are the two inches in front of my eyes, that space that never leaves us and constantly reminds us that we are real and we exist.
“Will my toy play for me?”
I reach back into that dying tissue of my brain, that fading layer that tells me what I’m doing and what I am.
I am my father’s son.
Sticky note in hand, eyes burning from dust and gas and tears and choking—choking—choking—I read the writing. My writing? Yes, my writing. The line about the dog. About an old woman. A father. Skip to the last thing written. Squint to make sure I understand what it says to do. Try to remember what it means. Remember everything I can. The people—all the people that have pushed me, pulled me across moments and days and weeks and years. Remember all the experiences and pain and joy and pain and excitement and pain and love and pain—always the cost—that shaped me. Fight myself and the toxins in my body and the room—the killer laughing through the speakers and calling me his plaything again and I fight more, wanting to know what I told myself on this pink sticky paper I hold in my hand, fight and fight and fight because the residual instincts of the real me are all I have left. I fight until it floods my mind—a tsunami brought forth by angry and destructive gods—the handwriting my prayer to make them relent. I reach into my front pocket and find what I need. Pull it out and hold the ruby tablet in front of my eyes before dropping it on the surface of my outstretched tongue. Swallow it down. Close my eyes and breathe. Breathe and breathe and breathe. Taking that deep breath in.
Let it out.
You are you.
The killer laughs as I cough. As my consciousness finally gives in.
But you are also your father’s son.
And he gave you a superpower.
Step Five: Take the other pill if necessary.
The Next Chapter Begins in 3, 2, 1 . . .





TWENTY-EIGHT
Birth begins in darkness.
Atop a midnight battlefield, you wait, a pale know-nothing soul that never asked to be here, looking through a horizon so drenched in that black, bruising vacuum all you can do is wait for your platoon to find you, speak knowledge into that barren mind, teach to you what the coordinates of this conflict even mean. At first, time—the nebulous variable bound by molecules outside our ability to calculate—feels slow, like nothing happens, and even when it does, it still feels insignificant. But the relationship between time and conflict is that of two lovers returning to the hollows of their bodies, twisting and turning into their lustful embrace. With each struggle you encounter on this battlefield, conflict fires off an explosion, and time accelerates to meet its calling, and in both their wake, the sky lights up with the flames and echoes of explosions, and for the first time, you can see yourself. Others along for the fight. You grow together, you and these people, across the battlefield, each explosion a demarcation of what was simultaneously gained and lost, periods beginning and ending.
But it all begins in darkness.
And it begins anew for me.
I lay in fetus pose, opening my eyes to the room—TV screens burning static signals—when the first significant explosion occurs in my memory. Then two more. Another. Neural nukes and synaptic warheads, mushroom clouds blooming, surging in expanse, but once they dissipate fully, something is found inside each of their destructive craters.
A memory.
I’m four, swimming with floaties as my grandfather, silver-blond hair and bifocals like Lou Holtz, splashes water at the other side of the pool, encouraging my journey.
Another massive eruption inside my head.
I’m six, and my first-grade teacher holds flash cards the size of Pop-Tarts, each one with vowel and consonant combinations. The students mouth the “ou’s” and “ain’s,” and this moment sticks out because this is when I realize I can read.
The explosions become rapid and unending, mounting a deposit of memories.
Fistfight at fifteen.
My driver’s test at sixteen.
Large memory landscapes, sentimental and mundane, delude the brain. The exhilaration of summer vacations in elementary school and the suicidal dread that back-to-school TV ads brought on. The simultaneous defiance and fear that procrastination delivered throughout my life—college exams, work deadlines, cleaning the kitchen on Sunday nights.
“My toy will resume the game now.”
Here come the more recent recollections. Interviews with television stations and hours at the data facility and detoxing at Fuji’s.
“And it will obey the rules-s-s-s.”
The things I forgot from the original cocktail of meds. Memories lost before the first Lobotomy Pill. My mom and brother. Their voices. The way they eat—noodles always slipping out from their mouths. That they each live in Florida now. How they’ve invited me for the holidays the last three years.
“Follow the screens. They will show the way.”
Dad, Dad, and more Dad. The late nights. The chess matches. Walks into the early morning hours with the dog. Always night and always Dad, and this was always about him because here comes the montage of memories about the farm. Every. Single. Detail. Days and evenings and nightmares with eyes open, and will he go peacefully? And why won’t he go peacefully? And what can I do to end this? But all of it comes back—not just the farm—and the presence of who I am and what I’m doing here swells inside my head like a helium balloon ready to pop.
“Is this what it came here to find?”
The rows of TVs broadcasting speckled static begin to shut off until everything is powered down but for the one monitor at the center of them all, which now plays a live feed from another room. And within it, laying atop a bed cluttered with redheaded Victorian dolls—remaining so still I wonder if I’m too late and he’s already gone—is Glitch.
“The dog dies if my new toy does not play.”
I find the sticky note still in my clutches, the adhesive binding between my index and middle finger. I look it over one last time. Confirm the reason I’m not a drooling zombie devoid of who they are and what they’ve done and why they still exist. I read the last instruction I wrote to myself.
Step Five: Take the other pill if necessary.
The Emergency Pill. The one now undoing what the previous four Lobotomy Pills wrought. The one that was only necessary if I failed to save Glitch before I went full vegetable. Save that sweet boy and still let my mind turn to jelly. But I wasn’t even close. And as my consciousness continues to recalibrate from foggy as fuck to semilucid, I think about a different angle regarding the pill’s necessity. Maybe I ended up taking it to save something else in addition to my dog. Maybe, in the end, I took it to save me too?
Glitch remains on the center screen. This is where I’m supposed to go. What the game is telling me to do next. But this game is conceived by the architect of this property. A mind that has carefully designed my doom. There is a meticulousness to all of this plotting. Getting me here on his vast property. Venturing down those steps into the gut of his bunker. He’s always one step ahead. The cracked concrete floor grates against my elbows and forearms as I stand.
“Good.”
I slap my cheeks and try to rid my head of the yet still-present pollutants from the gas.
“Here is the full map. Try and follow.”
On the top row, a monitor activates its surveillance feed—an empty room containing nothing other than a chain hanging from the ceiling, ominous and taunting.
I stumble and the fire from the infinity symbol comes dangerously close to my face, the momentary heat signature on my cheek a sign that everything here and now is real. A door on the far side of the room slides open, grinding against the doorframe in throaty growls. Looking through the doorway, I recognize the same chain hanging from the room’s ceiling as the one I just saw on the monitor. This is the starting point.
Another screen on the top row lights up and shows me a different room. A mounted sink and faucet lets out an aggressive stream of water that overflows onto the floor.
“Is the game getting clearer?” the killer asks.
A third screen one row down activates and broadcasts another room. Three waist-high gnomes—ceramic statues—block a door like they are imperial guards.
It keeps going.
A TV set on the bottom row now sends me the images of a fourth room. Several plates of food left on the ground. They form a trail toward an empty cage.
Another live monitor. As I comprehend what it broadcasts, I wipe away at my eye sockets, hoping it’s not real. Just once, will the laws governing what is real—and conversely, what is not—rule in my favor? I take a step in its direction. But my vision does not lie to me at this moment. Within the surveillance footage—promising I am not alone here—lay not one but two people, alive or dead or alive but hoping to die soon so it can be over. Naked and torn flesh—skin hanging off one of their thighs like bedsheets from a clothing hanger. Motionless. One person spoons the other with a limp arm draped over an emaciated waist.
“Paying attention?”
All six screens stare back at me with Satan’s cruelty playing out on them. They remain scattered across the three rows, only depowered monitors left in between.
At once, the depowered monitors find electric vitality. Thirty or forty surveillance feeds from around the compound—the backyard, the front of the mansion, the pool, every corner, and many other rooms. Some are duplicate feeds, others broadcasting the same room or landscape from another angle.
“Try not to forget.”
The original six screens start moving over the vast map of monitors, bouncing to a different location—new coordinates for me to follow. A feed from the front gates replaces Glitch, his feed moving to a monitor in the upper right corner. It speeds up—the exchanges of what was once on the screen and what is now shown become maddeningly fast and my eyes want to roll back into my skull and I want to roll back to several months ago, several years ago, when nothing felt this complicated, and the images don’t stop and the original six rooms keep fluttering around at a rate so rapid it could induce a seizure until everything, at last, stops. And there on the second row of screens—one after the other—are the six rooms displayed in the original order. The chain. The sink. Gnomes. Plates of food. The couple. Glitch.
“My new toy gets five seconds.”
Five seconds?
“Five seconds to remember.”
Fuck.
“Five seconds to commit to the journey.”
I summon my concentration. Try to cut through the brain fog.
“Five.”
I beg myself to find a way. Ask myself what happens if I fail.
“Four.”
Think-think-think.
I recite the rooms to myself in simplified terms. The chain, then the cage, then the faucet? No. The faucet is before the cage, right? Fuck. The gnomes then Glitch. No. Fuck me.
“Three.”
The screens start to transform again, cutting to static, like magnets grazing against them, causing waves of distorted pictures and sounds.
Like a glitch.
Like a glitch?
I’m in full panic mode but I can’t ignore the familiar sensations returning to me. At the base of my skull, down my spine. Pins to fingertips. The monitors are not the ones glitching. And I know this from what I see and feel but mostly, above all the other indicators, because of the sound. For it returns, starting soft—always, always soft at first—increasing in volume, eventually overwhelming me.
The hum.
“Two.”
The countdown becomes insignificant as my eyes roll back under the soft cover of their lids, twitching in their sockets, the crush of the glitch in full effect. And at once, like a life flashing before my eyes, I see myself in my apartment, weeks ago, when the first glitch occurred. Reliving the fear and agony and uncertainty about why it was happening and what it meant, and how those feelings never diminished as the severity and frequency of glitches increased, only to find out that all that time, it was simply about him. And as the hum deafens and my world remains in a blackout, I no longer feel fear. Desperation. The longing for the truth as to why this is happening. Because I already know. This is happening because he’s here again.
“Dad?” I mumble.
Crack my eyelids and look about the room while the glitch’s disorienting side effects fight me. I look everywhere. The area in front of the monitors. The staircase.
“One,” the killer informs.
The temporary glitch runs its course. All the screens—the ones I needed to memorize—are now blank.
The speakers hiss once more. “Game on.”
But before I can cry out for my dad again, something else gnaws at my state of being—a memory from the immediate past, a short time ago before I entered this structure. I hold my watch up at eye level and take in the digital timer counting down—hundredths of seconds ticking away faster than the brain can comprehend, never to be turned back the other direction, only forward, forward, forward in life. Time: the resource for which there is no renewable source.
He laughs through the speakers.
And as the digital numbers collapse into each succeeding figure, I remember that which the killer does not.
The plan.
Less than five minutes to go. This is the countdown.
He laughs some more.
But I laugh back. Because I remember, and remembrance is a form of control finally granting me its power.
And what about your superpower, son?
“Where are you? Help me!”
If you never forget what I taught you, you can never forget at all, Amir.
“Please, I can’t do this alone.”
I am with you now.
“I don’t know what to do. I don’t remember where to go.”
I already did it for you.
“Did what?”
Amir—check the time. We need to move. Trust me.
My watch reads four minutes and thirty-three seconds and counting.
Just go!
I head into the room with the chain hanging from the ceiling. The door behind me shuts, cutting off my retreat up the winding staircase but that’s okay because this is the game, and it only involves forward movements. Can’t retreat into the previous room. No turning back. This room is rectangular. Four doors in total. But only three to choose from. One on the left, one on the right, and one directly in front of me. The one on the left opens to a room with a toy chest, its top popped open like a mouth at the dentist’s office. Little dolls with red hair and blue overalls spill out of the chest.
“Are those the dolls?” I ask myself.
The door on the right has a mounted aluminum sign in the shape of an arrow. EXIT.
I memorized them for you, Amir. You know the order.
I know there was a room with dolls. “Is it this one?” I take a couple of steps toward the toy box, my breath held tightly like a dark secret trying to escape. An iron blockade drops from the top of the doorframe and nearly takes the tip of my nose with it. The floor shakes and cracks on the impact.
“Tsk, tsk, tsk,” I hear through the speakers. “Strike one. Two more, and the dog dies before any spoken goodbyes.”
Let me guide you, Amir.
“I don’t remember. There wasn’t enough time.”
Do you remember what I taught you about the loci method?
“The rooms are already a map. I can’t map a map to a map.”
No, he tells me, voice calm like he’s once again explaining math to a fifth grader. Let the rooms serve as the map. We’ll do it in reverse.
“You have the trigger memory—is that how this works?”
I have them all. But that means you have them too. Ready?
I nod.
The Mercedes SL 500.
Before I hear my father finish the last syllable, the memory portal drops me off at the Mercedes dealership in 1990s San Jose, California.
It’s late at night and it’s just him and me and he leans over with hands held behind his back and I am eleven and I am content to be here because we own the night. My father is humble and my father is proud and my father steps away from the sticker taped to the Mercedes and I know from the face he makes that he thinks he’ll never afford it. But later that night, I collect the last several months’ worth of allowance, walk out to the living room, where I find him sitting on our crappy couch with a cigarette in hand, and present him with all I can—$132 in total. “For you,” I say, holding the crumpled bills and rolled quarters in my outstretched palms. “I want you to get that car.” His voice cracks as he tells me how he feels.
“Mercedes SL 500 is the room with the pouring faucet,” I tell myself, walking through the door, splashing in the puddle-turned-flood while the faucet continues its assault on the room. Again, there are four doors in total, but only three from which to choose. One in front and two on the sides. The doorway on the right leads to a room with a Matchbox car racetrack, its tiny automobiles zipping along the curving raceway with repetition. Through the door on the left, facing me with devious grins and rosy cheeks and pointy hats, are three ceramic statues. Gnomes. Sawdust and burnt wood permeate the air traced to the third room, the one directly in front of me. A circular buzzing saw fastened to a mechanical device raises itself like an ax murderer before descending onto pieces of wood pushed forward on a conveyor belt. A graveyard of little planks mounting on the floor.
Burger King.
The memory portal drops me off in freshman year of high school, and I’m lying on the sofa, staring at an episode of The Price Is Right while my classmates daydream through fourth period. All the while, I swallow snot and cough up bits of my throat, dying of cold and dying of heat and dying from the commitment I made to the god I still believe in because while fever warps my day, I hang on to my fast—no water, no food—for this is Ramadan. My father comes home, finds me, immediately knows something is wrong, and soon is taking my temperature and asking if I’ve taken my fluids. “I can’t,” I tell him. “That would be breaking my fast. I won’t do it.” My father’s smile curls underneath that black mustache. “Not if you’re sick,” he says. “You’re allowed to if you become ill.” He runs out to Burger King. Brings food to me. After finishing the meal, I’m back on the sofa, still waiting for the fever to break. He brushes my hair off my forehead and says the words to me. The words convey how he feels.
Burger King equals the gnomes.
I walk around the three statues, stationary and demonic, and into the next room. There are only two doors to choose from on this journey to Glitch. I look into one and see plates of food, scraps of chicken wings broken in half, and an empty cage a few feet away. The opposite wall offers an open passage. Too dark to discern what’s inside.
Don’t worry, my father says.
But worry is all I can do because I’m flying blind from room to room, listening to the voice in my head direct the air underneath these aimless wings. I check my watch.
Three minutes, twenty-eight seconds, and counting.
Saturday school.
The memory portal drops me into my father’s blue Ford Thunderbird he painted himself, dried streaks forever embossed along the front chassis. The interior is as worn as any of our cars; the gearshift broke off weeks back, and in its place is an Allen wrench fastened to the nub. We remain parked on the curb outside of my high school. My father is stern and my father is focused and my father wearily speaks while looking straight ahead. “Is this who you want to be?” I hold my response because hidden within these kinds of questions are the rhythms of paternal speeches. “Well, I’ll answer for you. This isn’t you.” His grip tightens on the wheel. “I’ve sacrificed a lot to see you succeed. Your success isn’t optional. Class isn’t optional.” We sit there stewing—he in his disappointment in his son and me in my sudden disappointment in me. At last, my father looks over and I turn to meet his gaze because now I’m contrite and now I’m willing to accept however this lecture ends but instead all I find is my father’s face softening and his eyes transformed by sympathy. “Look—every kid is stupid sometimes.” We laugh. “This is a not great moment. But I need you to remember something. You are meant for so much more if only you allow yourself to see it and want it. Come here.” He holds his arm out like a cape, and I fall into its enclosure. Before I leave and serve out my punishment, he tells me how he feels.
“Saturday school,” I say back to myself—the clear image of the room once previewed on the monitor roars back in my mind. “It was chicken bones.” I enter and my shoe catches the lip of split concrete, bumping into the first plate, knocking the greasy scraps to the side. I stumble but rebalance myself.
Two minutes, twenty-five seconds left.
Hurry, hurry, hurry, I tell myself as I stand. I survey the room, looking for the options that my father’s loci map will make clear, but all that is here, to my left, to the right, straight in front, is a thick, unforgiving wall.
Fuck.
I scramble around the perimeter, banging on the walls, searching for a pull mechanism, a button, anything that opens the maze so I can move one step closer to Glitch and to his survival.
Two minutes, eleven seconds.
The light reflects off the stainless steel cage, its door still open. “This?” I walk into it and shut the door. The lock clicks in place.
I rip at the bars, jostle them with whatever strength I have left, but they won’t give. But before I can do anything else, the floor rumbles. Soon, I’m lowered further into the pit of this compound, out of the room with chicken scraps, and descending toward the next stop. I fall to my knees as the cage drops and smacks the ground. And as I look out into the room, onto the stillness in which they lay, and recognize the new details of their torture, I now know that they were already dead.
“Does it enjoy the Death Professor’s work?” He laughs over the speakers.
The woman, held in the soft spoon of the male, the last act of love, lies closer to me. And there, tied to the end of her ponytail, is what I need—the key. I stick my arm through the cage’s opening, straining my face against the bars, and squirm until my fingertips graze it.
One minute, thirty-seven seconds.
Try, try, try, and I strain more until the bars press into my brow ridge. My shoulder wiggles its way through the small opening a centimeter more. I grab hold of the key. But at full extension, only able to pinch the key between my index finger and thumb, I can’t untangle it from the woman’s hair.
He continues to laugh at me from his perch beyond the speakers.
And I know why. This wasn’t a trap designed to keep me caged. It was a trap designed for degradation. I think of Glitch and only Glitch—that sweet boy with the beautiful and honest expressions of joy—and keep him in mind as I do the only thing I can. The only thing the killer wants. I pull as hard as possible, the hair ripping out of the woman’s head, skin peeling off with it—so easy it tears away like a Velcro patch, the body too decomposed to resist. I hold what I need, the dead woman’s scalp dangling from it. I gag—acidic, sour, hot, and metallic. Pinch my throat closed and choke it down.
One minute, twelve seconds.
I unlock the cage door, and the next stop on the journey begins. The walls shake before two narrow cavities, each the size of an open kitchen window. No doors this time. Just these crawl spaces. I stick my head into one, but all I can see from a restricted view into the next room are mannequins lying flat against the ground, posed like a homicide sidewalk sketch. The other opening offers an equally limited view, only the corner of a quilted blanket hanging over the lip of a bed.
“What now?” I ask my dad, and I ask myself because my dad is dead but still, in an admittedly weird fucking way, with me now.
Amir, this is the last memory.
“There’s nothing to go on. Can barely see anything to clue us in.”
This one will hurt. Please know that it hurts me too.
“It’s a fifty-fifty guess. Or can I crawl through and, if I’m wrong, crawl back?”
Forty-nine seconds.
No—not enough time left.
I meant it, Amir. Please know that. Every single time. I meant it.
“Are you going somewhere?”
I have no choice. This is the last of what I protected for you.
“Please don’t go. Don’t leave me.”
I’m never gone forever.
My chest heaves. My mouth runs dry. What do you say to the father encased only in your brain? And before I can answer, I beg more. He speaks the final trigger.
The voicemail.
The memory portal moves me into a moment lived out years and years ago, and as it does, I already know where this is going because the wrenching pain in my gut confirms it, confirms that I am standing on the student quad lawn, the university center point with crisscrossing lines of grass and walkways and my college peers zigging and zagging to and from dorms and classes and off-campus apartments and libraries—walks of shame and walks of naïveté—all of them living out a more stable college experience than me as I push ahead with a little more than one month until graduation. I start walking back toward my car, having just finished class, not even six hours removed from driving back to Monterey from the farm where my dad dies slowly and his sickness blends with rage, and where I straddle the world that once was and the world I’ll soon endure. Another student—probably an athlete since they all wear the same Nike tracksuits the school provides them—collides into me and now my patience is eroded and my own rage is rising and I look into his eyes—those eyes fronting a soul oblivious to the pain and wickedness I feel digging through the center of my chest hour after hour—and I close my fist, ready to swat reality into this pissant. He holds his hands out in front of him. Takes off his headphones. “Sorry, man.” And on he goes, stirring more into the college broth. But as my adrenaline refuses to back down, jugular punching through my neck, my phone vibrates in my bag. I take it out and flip it open. It’s a message alert from my father. From the call that I let go to voicemail. I hold the phone to my ear as I speed walk to my car, wanting to get the fuck off this campus and to a quiet place. His voice, his accent—those R’s rolling—begins calmly. “Hi. I guess you’re driving or already in class. Look, I feel very badly about how little we talk now. I go in and out—I think you understand. But I want to tell you something while I still have a clear head. What you’re doing, going back and forth and not putting off graduation, being here with me as much as you have—and you know you don’t have to if you can’t—but the fact you do, means a lot to me. And it says a lot about you, Amir.” I press the phone harder against my ear and listen to him say those words. The same words he’s spoken at the end of the previous memories. The words that were my treasure at the end of childhood, the only bounty I ever sought. “Just know that no matter what happens, I’m so proud. So, so proud of you.”
Forty-two seconds.
Pain skis down the mountain of my heart, dragging with it the avalanches of my experience. One last glance around me to make sure that he is, indeed, gone. Which he is. Nowhere to be seen. And now I no longer hear him. But the last trigger—the voicemail—reveals the memorization he saved for me, the one I can now fully picture in my mind.
“The ‘voicemail’ is Glitch.” And the picture my father planted within my mind expands beyond just Glitch. “Glitch with the dolls.” The view widens further, and there the whole bed is revealed. “Quilted blanket.”
Thank you.
Nothing left to do, so I’m belly crawling through the little tunnel and to the room with the quilted blanket—elbows and knees, knees and elbows, forearms thrusting against the surface of the tunnel, squirming and inching forward because right now there are thirty-one seconds left and right now I’m falling out of the tunnel and onto the floor of the next room, rolling a couple of times and hitting the side of the bed. I rise to see the exit on the other side of the room—another staircase heading vertically through the pit of this nightmare. But before me is something more important. Glitch. The peaceful creature remains in slumber, one ear floppy over the side of his head, and his stomach rises and falls.
God is love.
Tick—tick—tick.
I scoop him up into my arms, his snout up against my jaw like the first night I rescued him and like every time he’s hopped up on his hind legs to hug me. As I hold him now, the vents running along the base of the nearest walls start to whistle, and gas the color of emeralds—the same gas as before—pours through, ankle-high. The Death Professor laughs and laughs and says something too garbled to understand and I can see the dial on my watch, twenty-two seconds to go and right now I’m outracing the gas as it rises waist-high, as it chases me out of the room and through the open door where the spiral staircase awaits. Tick, tick, tick.
Eighteen seconds.
Seventeen seconds.
Glitch is a buoy bobbing up and down in the ocean of my grasp, step after step, rising through the bowels of the killer’s maze, green gas seeping into the staircase and ascending with me, only two or three feet behind me, and I’m still outrunning its reach, dog held high, bouncing and bouncing, he lifts his head off my shoulder, sets it back down because he knows I’ve got him and I’m not letting go, and tick, tick, tick, because there are eleven seconds left, ten, nine more seconds as the staircase twists along its spiral design, up and up, the gas now nipping at my heels, the backs of my legs, not sure how much longer I can evade it, and tick—tick—tick says the clock, eight seconds, and the gas twirls around the front of my body, Glitch’s tail hanging into the green fog, hold your breath, hold your breath—lungs scorch, but three steps to go and the staircase gives way to an open door.
God is life.
Tick.
Tick.
Tick.
Through the open door, I run, looking for my next escape, but escape is met with the noxious gas because this is the room I was never meant to get past, the room already enveloped in the same gas that chased me here. Blind, blind, blind, I see nothing because the space is swallowed by the green cloud storm, and I make the mistake of being human and finally breathe it in because I can take it no longer, and I immediately explode with coughs, and I see a shadow, the outline of someone else across the room. I hear his laughs—the Death Professor no longer coming in over the speakers—and the shadow dodges and darts across the milky screen, and something shimmers in his hand, long and metallic and sharp. I retreat until my back bumps up against a wall, colliding against a side table, and the shadow comes back into view, closer and closer it comes, but I latch onto Glitch’s underside with my right arm, hold my watch as close to my eyes as I can and see how many seconds are left, can count them off myself because there are only five seconds remaining, but the figure steps through the patch of fog separating us, now in full view, perfectly parted hair, gas mask fixed to his face, he laughs no more as he drives the blade into my oblique, which feels like a slap, like a punch, deep and cutting, pushing me back, pressing me against the wall, and as he twists it, he laughs again.
Three.
Tick, tick.
Hold onto Glitch. Don’t let go. Almost there, boy. Almost there.
Two.
Tick.
The blade retreats from my body but I know it’s only temporary and I close my eyes tight because here it comes again, plunging further into my abdomen.
One.
Mind and body separate maybe because of the gas inhaled or maybe because death is near or maybe because the end is here and I’m the only one that knows it and right now I’m content and right now I only want Glitch to be okay, and don’t be scared, boy, don’t be scared, I promised I’d come back, I promised, and why hasn’t Dad come back for me when I need him now and will I see him soon enough in the afterlife? In a plane of existence extending beyond the pain and misery we create for ourselves—yeah I think I’d like that but right now I still have to hold on. Hold on as tight as you can.
God is a bomb.
Zero.
Energy storms through the walls—energy of force and energy of sound and energy of detonation—and the energy transforms time into slow motion, snatches me and Glitch and the killer off our feet, hurling us up into the air—hold tight, hold tight—Glitch fastens his snout to the side of my head as the explosion fights gravity with us as its hostage, lighting the room aflame, sucking out the gas, opening the ceiling to the lavender sky, broken glass and shards of wood shotgun through the atmosphere as my feet fly high above my inverted body, bicycle through the air, my head smacks the ground—don’t let go, never let him go—and the rest of me finds the unforgiving floor, spine first, tailbone second, and there’s a greater thud from across the room, a muffled guttural sound, many muffled guttural sounds, choking, choking, choking, and the room is decapitated, and everything that was once whole is now in pieces—dismembered furniture, scorched bearskin rug—but I held on. I held on.
Flames flicker off to the side and at my feet and all around me. My ears ring—maybe they’re bleeding. Black embers flake off from what’s left of the ceiling.
I assess the damage to my body. All limbs are accounted for and present. The dagger remains, handle jutting out.
But I held on.
Glitch squirms. In his way, he asks for his release. With nothing left to give him, I grant his request. Arms fall to my sides. He stands and shakes on all fours, side to side like he got out of the pool, his face hovering above mine—floppy ears and floppy mouth and snot pooling on his black nose.
“Good boy,” I mumble.
The gargling and choking nearby diminishes in time. Everything diminishing in time. And the threat that was once here, dies.
The sky stares down at me through the tattered remains of the compound. The night has all but receded. A few purple streaks, a couple of stars holding on in peril. But the sun is nearing and its canvas dominates with its early morning pink. Soon tangerine. Across the valley and down the sloping dunes, the ocean sings in the far distance. The waves sizzle. The nearby birds call out to friends, chirp across trees, probably asking one another about the explosion. Glitch lies down next to me. Lets out a whine. “It’s okay, buddy. You’ll be okay.” My waist runs warm with my blood. Out it flows. Carrying oxygen and life. Glitch sends his love my way with each slow blink, but I’m not sure how much more I can send back because my body is overtaken by cold—toes first, then legs and torso. The great beyond now beckons. I close my eyes, wondering if it was the gas or the knife or maybe I’m just too exhausted to know any better. Maybe this is the long nap. At last.
Sleep.
Sirens echo in the valley afar. I don’t care. I close my eyes. But as I do, the ground beneath me quakes, opens up, swallowing me whole as I fall through, Glitch is spared as he’s left on the surface of the earth, but I descend through the black hole. I fall and flail, the cavity in which I fell becoming a smaller and smaller dot as I drop deeper and deeper, air rushing along the sides of my head, my ears, but I no longer feel fear because I can no longer control what happens, so I accept it—wait and fall and fall and wait—until my body lands gently into a soft patch of dirt, a tiny impact cloud erupts from the soil, and there is no pain, and there is no blood escaping me and I don’t see a knife protruding from my side because once again I’m intact. But as I look around, I realize the sky has changed back to night—stars sparkling—I don’t even have to turn and look and see the house behind me.
Because I already know.
Somehow. Someway.
I’m back at the farm.
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TWENTY-NINE
For the longest time, there was nothing else. No other landscape my mind would wander off to when the unconscious dreams and subliminal realities woo with their nocturnal opera—the falsetto of the stars, the baritone of loneliness. My head is supported by a pillow’s plush surface, the comforter’s warmth—soon reliving the nightmare in sleep. Night. After night. The three-month countdown. Bearing the guilt of knowing I would survive and he would not. All while knowing the rest of my life would be spent without the person I cared for the most. And so every night, I’d fall asleep hoping and praying that I wouldn’t have to go back to this place ever again—a request denied in perpetuity.
But as I walk across the soft soil, toward the front yard where brotherly football wars raged under tree shade, to the front door—its hinges never failing to squeak and haw when put into use—the farm lets go of its nightmarish reign.
Because this feels different.
The kitchen creaks as I watch myself—the version of me ten years ago—walk across its floors, past the sink with pans and plates overflowing. The dream-me never acknowledges my presence—probably because I’m just an observer this time around—and he heads for the room to my right, where my father lays on the gurney, yet to die. This younger version of Dash—Amir—makes that pit stop at the cabinets, reaches in, and searches for the gun that I know he’ll feel with his fingertips and soon pull out.
“No,” I mumble. Hold my hand out like a wand. “Not this time.”
With the words I speak—wishes communicated out to the universe—the dream-me freezes. Doesn’t move. Doesn’t blink. His arm reaches into the cabinet, but there it remains on pause.
And unlike all those nights filling all those years—the time before the cocktail or Lobotomy Pills—I can enter this memory on my terms. So I do. I step inside the living room where my father’s final hours occur and find him there. Eyes closed. Face sharpened by cancer. Lips blue and chapped and the dissolving pills in the back of his mouth searing the air beyond with bitterness. Next to his gurney, in the empty chair, I sit. Take hold of his hand and listen to the air exit his body—pained and gurgling. His chest deflates. Count the seconds off before the chest rises—the inhale wounded and lethargic.
“Why am I here?”
His chest falls back down. Five, six seconds before he breathes in again. But another breath does come. Another moment survived.
His left eyelid breaks free. Opens halfway. His mouth agonizes into a grin. “You made it,” he whispers.
“I’m here, Dad.”
He takes a breath, storing his energy to rebuild the supply running on low. He holds it so long I think it’s his last. “Did you save the dog?”
“He’s safe now.”
“I knew you would. You always do the right thing.”
“Dad—why am I here?”
His throat or lungs whistle as the oxygen leaves his body. I count to seven. Eight. Nine before air returns on the inhale.
“Is there something I need to do?”
“You needed to return,” he says, the last syllable trailing off in the lost hallway of existence.
“Because you want me to see it, don’t you?” My hand runs sweaty within the clasp of his. “You want me to see what happened here, once and for all.” I wait for his response, for his chest to expand with enough oxygen—the count growing to nine seconds, ten seconds, whistling and gurgling louder—hello death rattle, hello. I weigh the notion. Watching what happened. Knowing if I did it or not. Searching for the answer inside of me, forecasting out a life lived with that knowledge and wondering if it would ever feel normal, if it would ever fade away. Asking myself—is there peace at the end of that?
“My boy.” His hand exerts whatever strength he has left and tightens its grip on mine. “The choice is yours. You can see it exactly as it happened.” He moves the pills in his mouth around like cough drops. Licks his lips. “Or you can choose to never see it ever again.”
“If I do that—I’ll never know.”
“And what if you do know? What does it give you? I can’t come back either way.”
The words force the exhale out. Eleven, twelve, thirteen.
“Dad?”
Fourteen seconds, his rib cage expands, and he coughs—a small burst from the throat.
“Still here.” He grins.
“But how do I live with myself?”
“Did we not have many great times?”
“We did.”
“And did I not let you know that I loved you?”
“Of course, many times.”
“And you did the same for me, Amir. You did the same. You have so many other memories of us. Let those come to mind. Not this.”
“Where do I go from here?”
“Isn’t that the most beautiful question? I know you’ve struggled in these years since. But you must remember, there is always a tomorrow. Always another day. Another sunrise. And where do you go from here? You must go wherever you need. For whatever you need. And find your peace—my God, please find peace, Amir. And then find joy. Find love. Because good people deserve all of that and I know that’s what you are.”
Twelve, thirteen, fourteen seconds.
Fifteen seconds.
His head cranes back.
The inhale comes just in time.
“But you have to let this go,” he says. “For me. For you. For whatever person you decide to become from this point forward.”
“From this point forward,” I mumble. For the first time in years—all the hours and days and months of torture—I can stop looking back and start thinking about “from this point forward.” No more time to dwell. To hold regret. To wonder what happened and why it happened. No more heartache and all it produces in the face of loss and trauma—the thousand natural shocks of grief and suffering and denial and anger and depression and bargaining, bargaining, bargaining. I can let go because he’s right. I already have so many other memories of us together. This moment on the farm is the end but far from the whole story. And so there is no need to see what happened here once and for all. What’s done is done.
“Will I ever see you again?”
“You get to see me whenever you need. And you know it.”
I nod. Take inventory of his cold fingers and hairy knuckles and lasting paternal smell, commit it to memory—as if I ever had to—that voice and accent and warming grin and thick mustache and how he makes me feel, always made me feel, taught me right from wrong and this is the man, yes, this is the man I wanted to become and he is the king and I am the prince and why did it have to come to this? But I’m grateful I had this much time and I’m grateful he saved me, then, now, and forever and forever. Yes, forever and forever. And shouldn’t I tell him?
“Thank you,” I say. “Thank you for making me what I am. Thank you for showing me all that I needed to know. Thank you for chess. For the long walks. For quiet moments of love—for being my dad—for being there whenever I needed it—for helping me study for math tests—for taking me to the park and buying me that pitching machine—for always hugging me tightly after you lost your temper—for calling out all of your shortcomings as a way to caution me away from them—for joking—for smiling—for waking me up in the morning and taking me to school—for trying to spend time with me even when I was a dumb teenager wanting to do anything but spend time with his parents—for showing me what it means to be good—for the guidance—for the wisdom—for the lessons I’ll never forget.”
“Thank you for coming back for me.”
“Thank you for helping me find myself again.”
“Thank you for rescuing me.”
“Time and time again.”
“Thank you for being my dad.”
“Thank you for everything.”
I lean over his fallen body, thin and ravaged. Kiss him atop his head, and teardrops fall from the son to the father. Hold his hand close to my chest. “This is just goodbye for now—you know that, right? This is just goodbye for now.”
He closes his eyes, and his own tears crawl out of his lashes, falling to the corners of his mouth. He nods back. The breath escapes his body.
Eleven seconds.
I take a step back. And another. I’m in the doorframe between the hall and the front door, looking at him.
Fourteen seconds.
Thank him one more time. For this. For it all. One more time.
Sixteen seconds. Seventeen seconds.
“For now.”
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THIRTY
Am I alive or dead?
I ask it for the fourth time.
“Am I alive or dead?”
“You’re alive,” Fuji laughs. “But ask me one more time, and the answer is going to change.”
“Is this a good place to stop? That’s the end of it.”
“No, you need to pick back up from when you woke up next.”
“Can we do it tomorrow?”
“At the hospital. Please continue there.”
“That was 99 percent of the story. There’s not much more. It would only feel like an epilogue.”
“You woke up, and you were in the hospital. Who did you see first?”
“How many more days this week will you make me do this?”
“As many times as necessary. The exercise requires repetition. Otherwise, the traumatic effects will never diminish. The last thing you need is anything else left unresolved.”
The device pulsates my index finger. Beeps every few seconds. The wires run with disorganized freedom from my hand and along the floor, connecting back to the machine Fuji holds in her lap.
“Please,” she says. “For me? Continue with the story. Pick back up at the hospital and remember—tell it like you’re reliving it moment to moment.”
Glitch remains by the salon chairs, snoring like the lucky dog he is—lucky twice over, luckily for me. Eyes closed, I wrap the story. Recall the details to her and the room and to myself. About how I woke up in the hospital—a twelve-inch knife wound treated, though the postsurgical pain still hasn’t left. The third-degree burns along my back from the bomb blast. Headaches from the concussion. Fuji intervenes and asks a guiding question whenever I struggle for details.
“Aside from a doctor or nurse, who’s the first person you saw?”
“People. Two of them together.”
And how else do Officers Affleck and Damon travel but in combination?
“What did they say or ask?”
I tell Fuji about their change in tone from the last time I saw them at the newspaper. More concerned. A pinch of apology in their voice as they told me how the police and medics found me at the killer’s compound. At the mansion. Told me what they were able to gather. The identity of the dead man they found in the gas mask. The Death Professor himself.
“That lawyer always creeped me out with those car accident commercials.”
877-Rick-Sues.
“All this time. The slimy lawyer.”
“That’s what they seem to think.”
“His commercials are still coming on after the six o’clock news.”
“He was in the Subterraneans, you know?”
“Never thought he was anything but an ambulance chaser.”
“Saw him once at a bar, but that was before my story ran in the paper.”
“Do the cops know he was in the Subterraneans?”
“If they do, they didn’t say so to me. And I still need to be careful about what I tell them. I did break the law.”
“The ambulance chaser. I’ll be damned.”
“They kept asking me about the mansion and the property—the cops. ‘Had you ever been there before?’ ‘Was anyone else there with you?’ But other than that—they took my account of what happened. Seemed less interested in the data facility, which pisses me off. But all in all, I told the truth.”
“Doesn’t that feel good?”
“What?”
“Telling the truth.”
I finish up. Recount Cal picking me up from the hospital once I was released several days later. How Joan took care of Glitch while I was recovering. Having to stay at a Holiday Inn for another few days while my apartment remained a crime scene.
“And work?”
“I assume you’re not talking about Golden Home Medical?”
“What? You no longer want to refill my oxygen?”
Terry has called a few times. Left a couple of voicemails. He killed the investigation and lifted my suspension once he got word about what happened. It’s been great for the Coast News. Every story about the killer includes mentions of them. But he wants me to come back and write a firsthand story about it all.
“And will you?”
“I don’t think so, no.”
“Why?”
“Maybe I’ll become a reporter again. Maybe not. Need to feel myself out for a bit.”
“And what do you feel right now, after everything you’ve gone through?”
“Like this is life number two.”
Fuji wrestles with the couch cushion, shimmying and pushing herself off, scooching her walker toward me. She removes the device from my index finger. Puts it in her basket. “All done for today.”
“And we do it again tomorrow?”
“Yes—don’t try and get out of it. You’re still processing.”
Pains fire off throughout my body as I stand—the tax of survival. The gauze and tape attached to my oblique pull taut.
“Going?”
“If you don’t mind. I’m seeing Cal and Joan later and thought I’d take a nap beforehand.”
Fuji looks back toward the hallway and then again at me. Her face strains but she packs the forlorn away.
“Do you need anything?”
“No, no. Don’t want to trouble you.”
“Fuji—I’ll do anything for you.”
“No—you have plans.”
“Not until later. Please, what is it?”
“I thought maybe the time was right to do some reorganizing.”
“Do you mean Richard’s stuff?”
“Yes, but you’re still injured, and maybe I shouldn’t.”
“Fuji—this is wonderful. Let me help you.”
“It’s not too much to ask?”
“Of course not.”
The rest of the afternoon is a repetitive loop of filling up garbage bags with Richard’s knickknacks and clothes and other items that serve no other purpose than filling an insecure void within Fuji. One that she’s finally ready to abandon. She stands in the doorway and responds to each thing I hold up. Her replies fall into one of three categories—“garbage,” “don’t know yet,” and “leave it.” I ready items she still wants but not in the house for storage. I grab a fountain pen off the desk. Golden tip, sharp enough to prick a finger. Embossed engraving tattooed into the handle spelling out Richard. Fuji hesitates. Voice lowers. “He loved writing letters. Wrote them to his brother in Texas. Postcards to friends when we were on vacation.” I tell her we should keep it, but she shakes her head. “No. It’s the memories that matter.” We finish dehoarding half of the first room before she’s ready to call it. “That’s plenty enough of your time. We’ll finish the rest later this week, Amir.”
“I’m not Dash to you anymore?”
“You look more like an Amir.”
“Yeah, yeah. Any theories why my dad called me Amir and everyone else calls me Dash?”
“Not yet. But that’s why we’ll continue processing it all together.”
Glitch and I start to leave when she stops me at the door.
“Wait. Throw this out on your way.”
She hands me a VHS tape. Jeopardy! is written across its label.
“Time for new episodes.”
    
Dominick’s never budges for circumstance or time of day, remaining relentlessly dim and populated with the same hardened faces passing judgmental looks across the bar, playing Neil Young tunes off the jukebox, nodding with a vacant stare whenever the bartender asks if they want another and grunting back their obvious answer. Cal is already there when Glitch and I arrive. Tells me he wanted to make sure we got a table and I look around at the stools and empty chairs and the five or six others scattered about the space and laugh but I’m not sure he’s joking. Joan shows up a short while later, dressed in breeches and riding boots. Hair pulled back with a tortoiseshell clip. She stinks not of horses or stables but somehow only of her typical scent, which seemingly was crafted based on my weaknesses. She wears a silver necklace with a clover pendant. She once told me that it was a gift from her mother for high school graduation. She only wears it for special occasions. We sit around a square table, sipping Budweiser from the bottle because that’s safer than taking beer from Dominick’s tap and drinking from a glass that may or may not have been washed this month. Glitch presses against the leg of my chair, wearing his service dog harness—a nonvoidable ticket into any establishment.
“Ready for your first night back at your apartment?” Joan asks.
“Yeah, is that going to be too much?” Cal leans in, elbows onto the table.
“I’m not sure how I’ll feel, to be honest.”
They ask about the apartment’s condition but do so in a careful manner. They aren’t asking if someone fixed the door. They are asking if any traces of Enzo remain.
“Cleaners and maintenance have been through it two or three times over. The city is footing the bill. The building manager says everything is ready—walls painted over, new bed, the whole nine.”
Joan holds the base of her beer bottle and spins it in her palms. Asks the question slowly. “How long did you know him?”
“A few months. Long enough to know he was a good person. A friend.” The word “friend” exits my mouth, and guilt enters on the inhale. My relationship with Enzo is complicated through our connection to the Subterraneans. That is an unavoidable fact. But he was a friend. He showed trust in me. Concern for what I was doing to myself. That all matters in the final analysis.
“Did he have any family around here?”
“He might have family, but I have no idea where they live. Don’t even know Enzo’s real name. Maybe they’re in Detroit. That’s the first place his file mentioned.”
The conversation turns away from Enzo because serious discussion jeopardizes the potential for joy, and why else do we get together with those who know us best other than to find joy anew? And soon, they’re both sharing stories from the Coast News, and we’re laughing about Cynthia’s apoplectic reaction to Terry reinstating me and then about Terry’s growing irritation over his unreturned phone calls. The mood among us is easier and less concerned about the immediate past but rather the more manageable uncertainty of the present and near future.
Cal checks the time on his phone. Joan mentions she has an early morning. I play along and add to the indirect cues that the get-together is concluding. “Better take Glitch out one more time tonight.”
Outside we stand in the formation of a stalemate. Joan is the first to relent and says goodbye but leans in to hug me—that junior high nervous excitement coursing through my cardiovascular system—and she holds it a second longer than the conventional guidelines to platonic behavior stipulate. Maybe. Just maybe.
Cal walks me to my car. Fuji’s van.
“Listen, there’s something I want to tell you.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
“No,” he says, “it’s good news. But not a lot of people know yet. I had a few conversations with Stu at the Herald. Good guy. Nothing like Terry, from what I can tell. Anyway, he asked me to come on board. Deputy editor. I’d be his number two.”
“Are you going to do it?”
“I’m going to give Terry my notice tomorrow.”
“Holy shit.” I congratulate him. Tell him what a big deal this is because it really is a big deal. Monterey rarely deviates from gifting stagnation to its residents. Advancement is a unicorn.
“So, if you want to come back to the world of news—and actually report the truth—you’ll have a friend in high places.”
“I’ll let you know.”
I open the driver’s-side door and get in. Cal leans over it with his head resting on his forearm. Looks into the van.
“I will have to meet this old lady,” he says.
“Lay off—she’s my girlfriend.”
He laughs but this conveniently opens the door for what I know he will ask next. “Think you’ll ever work yourself up and ask Joan out on a real date? You know, without me as a chaperone?”
“Yeah, I’ll give her a call on my drive home.”
“Really?”
“No, dipshit. I’m obviously too scared.”
“Before you go—I have to ask. Do you think this is all over?”
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. Like, are you safe?”
“I think the Subterraneans are done with Monterey. I doubt I’m worth it to them to risk coming back while the police are still actively looking for Rocket. And the killer—he’s dead now.”
“And you’re sure that was him?”
“Why do you ask?”
“Just gut-checking. It does seem weird, right? That the Coast Killer is simultaneously in the Subterraneans?”
“You know something?”
“I made a few calls. That property didn’t belong to that lawyer.”
“He was trying to kill me, Cal.”
“I get he makes good money. But that mansion is for real one-percenters.”
“He had a knife halfway into my soul.”
“I know, I know. But isn’t that weird? Why him and why there?”
“Who owns the property?”
“That’s the thing. It’s impossible to tell. Nothing but fake aliases associated with the deed.”
    
Raindrops patter against the windshield, blurring the outside world for a half-second at a time, only as long as it takes for the windshield wipers to grant clarity, the never-ending push and pull from left to right, good and bad. I turn onto my street, where this started only a few weeks back. Drive past the point I first manifested my father—the dormant guardian in my head fighting for me—past my apartment complex, keep moving through the neighborhood and back onto main streets and now on the freeway, green exit signs passing on the right, gripping the steering wheel tighter and anxiety is now blocking my reasoning, more prominent signs above noting the coming towns, Glitch’s head is out the back window whooshing in the long-fought war between dog and high-speed wind, asking myself if I should or shouldn’t—Sixty Miles to Santa Cruz—and I decide I should.
Because I need to know.
I dial her number. Wait for her to pick up.
“I was wondering if I’d hear from you,” she says, her voice starched with exhaustion. “I was getting bored waiting for an update.”
“How many Lobotomy Pills did you take?”
Laura doesn’t respond.
“The killer—did he play your testimony over the speakers?”
Her irritation and soft breathing crackle into the phone. “How’d you figure that out?”
“Because I no longer believe in coincidences. Why didn’t you ever tell the police?”
“The same reasons I’m guessing you didn’t tell them everything either. We’re better off as innocent victims rather than criminals.”
“You didn’t think it would be valuable info for me?”
“How was I supposed to know you got mixed up with those pills too?”
“He never wore a wolf mask. A gas mask at one point, but I think that was functional more than anything.”
“Why am I getting interrogated?”
“He didn’t kill you either. Why?”
“You think I don’t ask myself the same thing? Like, every hour on the hour?”
“Do you think it’s the same guy? My killer and yours?”
“I hope. But maybe I also have my doubts.”
“Did you ever think these two things were connected?”
“A couple of pills. That’s how far I got before I chickened out.”
The indicator ticks as I change lanes to the right. Take the next exit.
“At first, I thought the best approach was to drop the Subterraneans,” Laura says. “I totally ghosted them. Never answered my phone when my sponsor called.”
The off-ramp gives way to a streetlight. Soon I find a small parking lot for a twenty-four-hour laundromat. I put the van in park.
Laura continues. “Wasn’t too long after that he snuck up on me on the bicycle path. Since you never mentioned it to me either, the first time I made the connection was reading the news about you.”
“Rocket was oddly interested in my story on the killer. Not necessarily spooked but, I don’t know, cautious to say the least.”
“So let’s play devil’s advocate—if your killer and my killer aren’t the same guy, what purpose does it serve the Subterraneans?”
My Adam’s apple lifts like an elevator, rising a few floors up before descending back down while I think through her question. “Well, we know they can do whatever they want with anyone that’s taken their pills.”
“Right.”
“And if anyone leaves the Subterraneans, they pose some kind of a threat to them.”
“Why?”
“They can expose them,” I say. “And the killer becomes their fail-safe in that situation.”
“He’s also anyone and everyone at any given time. There could have been six or seven people they rebooted into the killer.”
“If you can’t control someone, you dispose of them.”
“And you posed a different kind of risk.”
“But why the wait? Why kill my neighbors and play the games at the end?”
“Maybe there’s something about you that’s more important to them.”
“Like what? I’m just a nobody writer in a small-ass coastal town.”
“Dash,” Laura says, her voice transitioning to a caring friend for the first time since I’ve met her. “I don’t want to raise an obvious question if you’re not ready—and believe me, this is sort of a biggie to consider—but have you ever thought about the possibility that maybe this wasn’t the first time you took those pills?”
The question depletes me of any energy I’d accrued over the last couple of weeks recovering. And all I’m left thinking—or hearing in my head—is my father calling me Amir, not Dash.
“Sometimes I think it’s the only explanation.” I rub the cell phone against my forehead and its creases.
“I try and remember that everyone was someone else at some point,” Laura says. “Maybe it’s more definite for you and me. But maybe not. Maybe this is who we’ve always been.”
The laundromat and its cycles of washers and dryers beat and pound and vibrate against the wall and floor so loudly I can hear it from the car. And as the light from inside brushes back the swelling cover of night, Laura and I stay on the line with each other, saying nothing, but in the silence rests the comradery and comfort of shared experience.
“We both know who has answers,” she says.
“Rocket?”
“Of course.”
“Wouldn’t know how to find him.”
“But if you did—would you?”
The van is back in motion, quiet but for the turbulence from the road rattling coins in the cupholders. Aimlessly, we venture, dog and man, man and dog, riding the backstreets in the direction of Monterey, searching. The wipers whip faster as the rain falls harder, brake lights smearing through the windshield—the drenched canvas on which tonight’s weather paints—the lines dividing lanes, they become harder to navigate, and what should I do and how do I move forward and what is there left to save and doesn’t the universe feel so big when it rains down on us? The sandy dunes rise up into view, the ocean and its water milky under the moon, the rain thudding against the van’s roof as I wait at a red light—one, two, three—wonder why I’m making this so hard and why I can’t do the most obvious thing I’ve earned, the red light turning green—one, two, three—and I’m headed back to my neighborhood, where the people I’ve passed by and never spoken with are about to find themselves in the comfort of sleep, and now I’m on my street where maybe he’ll be waiting there, please be waiting there because I’d love to see him again but I know it wouldn’t be real but so what, and I’m in front of my apartment and we’re out of the van and walking up to it, step-by-step climbing the stairs, nearer and nearer to the front door until it opens—I open it—and Glitch scooches past my leg, crosses the finish line first and into the apartment he goes and I follow, closing the door, locking out everything of the outside world from this place because now I am home, and this is the right thing to do because the only thing left to save is myself because there is nothing left to prove—no more doubt about right or wrong, good or bad—because I remember.
I am my father’s son.
The apartment is in order, and it doesn’t feel as tarnished or impossible to absorb as I initially feared. The chessboard is atop the nook, and I move a piece. I wait and see what happens, but nothing comes flashing back. I thank the chessboard. It thanks me back.
Take a deep breath in. Let it out.
There is only one thing left to do, and I turn off the lights, using my phone to illuminate the path between rooms, and undo the made bed so I can become one with it. Glitch circles around before finding his resting spot on the floor nearby. Tomorrow is tomorrow, and it is merely hours away, and there is always another one, always a tomorrow. And if I want to find him, I know how. I lay my head down, cool pillow meeting skull, and close my eyes, wondering where I’ll go next—not fearing the farm because there are so many other memories, joyful memories, painful memories, and pain is but the echo of joy. My mind moves away from the unanswered questions and will I or won’t I seek the answers, will I or won’t I go after Rocket and find out more, but instead I start the process of drifting off into the subconscious, ignoring the noises from the outside world—footsteps of a neighbor, of a stranger, maybe of someone I know—doesn’t matter now because I’m already on my way, mind detaching more and more, venturing into the cradle of dreams—and is that a knock at the door?—ignoring the noise again and letting myself, finally, at last, fall asleep, waiting until I see him in a familiar landscape—together again within our kingdom of night, forever moving through it.
For now.
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