
      Days Gone By


      

      
      
         Twenty years ago, this beach was ours.



We spent almost every day in the sun, until our limbs tanned in stripes from the shirts and shorts of different lengths we wore.



Her nose was perpetually peeling from sunburn; the skin beneath was always pink and speckled with just a little blood. I thought it was a little weird at first, because I was eight and kids are like that. But she told me not to worry (because it happened every summer) and I got used to it quickly, because kids are like that, too.



The beach was always empty, save for the occasional vacationing family from the city. We didn’t like it when there were other people on our beach, so we’d always find an empty stretch to build our sandcastles. We knew every inch of the wet sand for miles either way—like I said, it was our beach.



Plus, there was a secret spot, that no family with loud dogs and angry teenagers ever found. It was a secret because at one point the sand would end and meet a rocky stretch that old fishermen liked to set their chairs up on. It looked like the end of the beach, to anyone else.



But we knew better. We’d pick up some of the rocks (the smoothest ones, that skipped better), and we’d walk past the sleepy fishermen through a pathless stretch of thorny brush. The brush deterred everyone else, so the prize it hid—a hundred lonely feet of sandy shoreline—was all ours.



When we graduated from sandcastles and splashing, we talked and we swam. She was older by a year, so when she left our little K-through-8 and started attending high school in the big city, I had questions for her every day. She said my questions were silly, but she answered them the best she could. She’d talk about her new friends, and we’d speak for hours until we had to go home because we were out of water and snacks and were too hungry and thirsty to stay any longer.



One year, she began to take a yellow floral parasol with her, to keep the sun off her face. The first time I saw it, it was the most feminine thing I’d seen in her possession, so I made fun of it. She blushed, and sputtered that it was to keep her nose from peeling. And even though I laughed at her, she brought it the next day, and the next.



Her nose never stopped peeling, though.








Today, the beach is loud and choked full of people playing music on Bluetooth speakers.



I blame the internet. There are no secrets anymore, including good beaches.



I haven’t been back in town for more than ten years. The little school building is the same, but the asphalt roads and the smell of spent gasoline is new.



I almost don’t want to visit our secret spot, because I realize that I’ve never been there by myself. When I reach the rocky place, I pocket a smooth stone, because I'm pretending that things haven't changed.



The thorny brush isn’t there anymore. Now it’s a parking lot for a movie theater.



And when I reach out secret spot, I see that it's just as full as the rest of the beach. I don’t get a chance to skip my stone, because there are too many kids swimming in the water, and I would hit them if I tried.



As a final insult, there’s a new whitewashed concrete building sitting just where the sand and asphalt meets. It’s a little ice cream shop, with a bad logo and a cheesy name. No way in hell it’s part of a chain.



I’m thirsty, so I walk inside to get a soda. The inside of the store is air-conditioned and just as quaint as the outside. Pictures and seashells hang from wooden pegs off the wall, and Beach Boys plays from a ten year-old amp.



And then I see it, proudly sitting on a little shelf next to the faded framed photos and gaudy miscellany: a sun-bleached yellow parasol, with white flowers printed on it, exactly how I remembered it.



While I’m staring, the owner of the little store comes up to my barstool to take my order. She’s wearing a fishing vest over a bikini-top and jean shorts. The tip of her nose is sunburned and peeled.



Just as I’m beginning to fumble with my words, a flash of recognition widens her eyes.
      

      
   
      More Work To Do


      

      
      
         The wind blew to the West and I stood with it against my back. It wasn't strong, just a bit over what most would call 'gentle'. I could sense that it was about to change, to shift more towards the North. It wasn't time yet, but the time would be soon.



The sky was mostly clear, a few small puffy white clouds dotted here and there as if some artist felt the clear purple sky wasn't good enough for their rural painting.

The sun shone, birds sang and the grass swayed in the wind. It was very picturesque and I deeply enjoyed the view.



I did not often have time to just stand and enjoy a view. The sands of time were always falling, and my work often needed me to act in that pure moment between one gain and the next. So I took these chances, these moments where I wasn't pressured to act, whenever I could.



I felt the shift, the wind slowing and changing direction. I turned with it, to face more towards the South. I did not stand with the wind directly to my back as I had before, but at a cross angle. It didn't fell right, so I moved a few steps further along the dirt road until it clicked in my mind.



Raising my left hand I unfold my six fingers and allow the puff ball of seeds from a common weed in my hand to sluggishly scatter into the breeze. Most of the seeds would fail to land in places they could take root, but one would land in just the right place to grow big and spread more seeds. If those seeds would grow more plants I did not know. It would not be my job that far along. But that one seed that I did know about, that one plant, would be important later. Many things would be quite important later, but, also not my job. Not yet at least.



Having done this job I turn to face the wind now, closing two of my eyes I take a moment to just enjoy the sun on my face before sighing and starting down the road, a smile on my lips.

It really was a beautiful day.



The wind would change again soon, more sand would fall and the night would turn to day. This day would end, just another day to most and the most important day of their lives to others.



And, as always, I had more work to do.
      

      
   
      Drinks Without Friends


      

      
      
         Dave was far beyond the legal limit by the party's two hour mark. He wasn’t unique in this regard; the rest of Mulvane Law School's graduating class sat at the other end of the bar, downing shots of Johnnie Walker and laughing at jokes no sober individual would enjoy. The other inhabitants of the Orland Tavern cast no judgmental gazes their way, save Dave’s own occasional glare. But he’d switch to a smile whenever one of them looked his way, doing his best to pretend he cared where any of them were going. 

	

After the next refill, he grabbed his Guinness and waddled over to a nearby high-table. A single man with a green shirt and black jeans sat there, staring at the graduates with a bored expression.

	

“I’m taking this seat,” Dave said, putting his drink on the table and flopping into one of the high-chairs. The man turned to see the interloper across from him, a certain annoyance overcoming his face as the stench of alcohol emanated more and more with each of Dave’s attempts to steady his wobbling chair. 



“I’m not with anyone else,” the man said in a tone just short of antagonistic. Dave sucked in the moisture hanging around his lips, evidence of the beer drops sticking to his handlebar mustache. 



“I know you,” Dave said, pointing at the man. “You’re a freshman. Came to our class one day.” 



The man nodded. “Nate Robson. Figured I’d say goodbye to some of the seniors. You one of them?”



“Yup. Only one graduating with honors. Better than any of those fuckers.” He motioned to the group at the bar, now cheering on a disheveled brunette (whose name Dave had forgotten three drinks ago) as she chugged a shot of tequila between feverish giggles. 



“Congrats,” Nate said. 



“David Nance,” Dave said, jabbing his thumb in the air. “Remember the name. You’ll see it next to Morgan and Morgan within the next five years.”



“Alright.” Nate took a sip of the short beer sitting in front of him.



Dave followed suit with another swig of his Guinness, then exhaled. “They say lawyering is the unhappiest job out there. Say they’re three times more likely to get a drug addiction than any other occupation.”



“Bummer,” Nate said, looking up at the rotating ceiling fan. 



Dave sighed. “Real bummer is that Tom’s not here.” 



“Who?” 



“Tom. My man, homeboy, whatever the fuck people call friends these days. He was supposed to come.” Dave looked around, as if Tom had already popped out now that someone mentioned his name. 



“What’s he look like? Maybe he’s hiding around here." For the first time in the conversation, Nate's words seemed eager. 



“Tall with glasses. Black hair, pale skin, always looks bored.” Dave stared into his still-filled glass, blowing raspberries at his reflection. Nate’s eyes wandered for a few moments, flowing from the bathrooms with bottle caps spelling out the genders and back to the graduates surrounded by empty glasses. 



“I don’t see him,” Nate said.



“Figures,” Dave said. “It’s the most polite way to say ‘fuck you’. An asshole to the end.”



Nate looked down at his glass of short beer. It was filled three-fourths the way up. 



“He was cool though,” Dave said. “A cool asshole. The one that farts in your face instead of shitting on it.”



Nate nodded, downing his beer in large gulps.



“He just had to come,” Dave said. A grimace filled his face, and the edges of his eyes shimmered. “One goddamn party. I didn’t give a fuck about graduation. That’s for sentimental fuckers. Parties are fun though. Perfect for an asshole like him. Anything he does, say he got drunk and all'd be forgiven. And I could tell him all the shit we could do. All the things-”



“Empty,” Nate said, slamming the glass down. “Time for a refill.”



“Sure,” Dave said. “Sure. Come back, though. You need to tell the others.”



“Tell them what?” Nate said, putting on his windbreaker and taking out his wallet. 



“To go solo. You can’t trust anybody around here. Not even the assholes.”



“Alright,” Nate said, walking off towards the cash register.



“Alright,” Dave said. “Alright.” He sat there, repeating the word like a prayer and staring up at the neon Miller sign glowing on the wall. 



“Yes,” he said, not seeing Nate snatch the receipt and hustle towards the door. “I hope it will be alright.”
      

      
   
      The Kiss


      
      
      
         
         Spoiler

      
      

      

      
      
         The man contemplated his hands once more. Fascinating example of alien biology, he thought.



For once, he had time to muse. The past weeks had been so busy, wandering through this semi-arid land, preaching to other people, trying to get across the message he’d been sent to deliver.



He was exhausted.



He wanted to write something, scribble a cursory entry in his logbook, but his tiredness paralysed him. Instead, he rested his head over his laced fists and looked out through the window. Clouds covered the sky and the light pitter-patter of the rain came to his ears, followed by the distinctive smell of damped seared earth.



No way he could watch the stars tonight.



Not that he was homesick, no. At least not yet. But everything here was weird, and he felt stranger in a body so different from his. He knew that feeling to be par for the course. All his peers in the past had experienced the same uneasiness. But that realisation didn’t bring any comfort to him.



He squirmed on the stool, wondering if too much hasn’t already been done for those throngs of garden variety farmers and their planet. First, a titanic collision to give it a moon, followed by massive carbon dioxide injections in the atmosphere to jolt it out of a perpetual ice age. Another cataclysmic meteor crash had been necessary to break an evolutionary deadlock. Now, they had set up that programme called “covert interventions” at landmarks in history. He didn’t understand why this dogged stubbornness at helping those people. If it were for him… 



But he wasn’t the boss, and didn’t know all the ins and outs anyway.



He sighed, stood up and shuffled to the bed. He lay down on the tingling straw, folded his arms under his head, and went on pondering.



Not that there weren’t fun moments every so often. The fish thing, for instance. Or the fake resurrection. But the most rewarding part was to behold the awe in the eyes of the bystanders, the amazement aroused by his “marvellous” deeds. There was so much he could explain, but it would avail to nothing. Their science was primitive. It would ring like ravings to their ears. Maybe in one, or two thousand of their years they would be able to understand. He vaguely remembered that another key appearance was scheduled around that date, but he couldn’t recall the particulars.



An unexpected feeling of intense loneliness washed through him. That was the worst, the realisation that he was on his own. Forced to succeed without help. Although he had those “disciples”, there was no way he could confide in them. 



What about, however, that guy who had joined of late? He seemed less obtuse, more passionate and much more clever. Maybe they could become … friends?



What was his name? He kept wondering, but drew a blank.



Then a merciful sleep took hold of him.








The man contemplated his hands once more. Fascinating example of alien biology, he thought.



For once, he had time to muse. Past weeks had been so busy. 



He had to join the programme, then devise a suitable excuse to be left alone with the psychodisplacement machine, sneak into it and transfer here unbeknownst to the others. That was only phase one. Phase two consisted in locating the official agent. Fortunately, he had been helped by his growing fame, and it had turned up to be not such a challenge. Phase three was to make contact and befriend the guy. That had proven to be the hardest step, but he had succeeded, and he would’ve bet the other liked him even more than the other fellows now.



Nevertheless, he was exhausted.



Now, he had to go on with the trickiest part: make the plan fail. That programme was a mistake. It was ethically despicable to interfere in other people’s business, even for benevolent reasons.  Besides, there was nothing in that race that seemed appealing. They were aggressive, boastful, narrow-minded and unimaginative. They had barely shaken off the sticky crud they had risen from millions of years ago, nor was there any sign they intended to do so. They should be left alone. 



And to achieve that he was prepared to go the extra mile. Even if it meant… He recoiled at the thought… kissing the other, and then let him die.



Jesus. What a ridiculous name, he scoffed.



Then a merciful sleep took hold of him.
      

      
   
      On the Night Shift


      
      
      
         
         Red Letter Night

      
      

      

      
      
         Dragging her claws, Grubsnort managed not to tumble down the rough slate stairs into the lobby of Nightmare Central. Though why she bothered stopping herself from falling and breaking her neck, she had no idea...



Still, she shambled between the stalagmites of the reception area, their jagged edges catching in the black tangles of her fur. Even with the sun already up, shadows filled the place, but it was otherwise empty, she was glad to see. Coming through the maze of stone into the dispatcher's office, she let herself slump among the stacks of parchment covering the slab of quartz Lickspittle called his desk.



Collapsed there, she at least knew that Lickspittle wasn't arching an eyebrow at her. He was reptilian, after all. He didn't have eyebrows. "Tough night?" he asked after a moment, his voice rustling like dead tree branches.



"I'm done." Grubsnort creaked her neck back to meet his black eyes. "Shave me bald, strip off my skin, cut it into squares, and sell it to humans as chamois leather. 'Cause that's all I'm good for!" She flopped back over the desk.



Another bit of silence drifted by, then Lickspittle cleared his throat. "Am I gonna get a report here, or are you just gonna shed all over my paperwork?"



"Report?" Jumping up, she flailed her arms, softening the bones for maximum effect. "How's this? I'm a failure! I'm supposed to be bringing horrible dreams to horrible people, and what am I doing?" Hardening her bones, she smacked the desk with a crash that echoed through the whole office. "No! Really! Tell me what I'm doing! 'Cause judging by tonight, I don't have a clue!"



Lickspittle hissed a sigh. "Start at the beginning, Snort." He dipped a claw into a bottle of red, crusty fluid beside him and slashed a few marks over a big piece of parchment.



"Fine." She spat the word. "My first client was a vicious little queen bee named Vanessa. She's been making life miserable at her school, so I had her dream of walking through the halls with so much make-up on, the students thought she was a clown. Then I had the place change into a big top full of dancing, scary clowns, and she—" Grubsnort had to take a breath. "She danced right along with them! Snapped her teeth, shook her booty, everything!"

 

Something started glowing in one of Lickspittle's stacks, and he pulled a page out. "Vanessa Turley. After waking up this morning, she applied just the barest brush of foundation before heading to school. Right now, she's arguing with her posse about how phony they look." He nodded. "I'm putting this in the 'keep up the good work' pile. Next?"



Grubsnort blinked. "Well, my second was a budding sadist named Steve. He tore up his little sister's paper dolls, so I had the dolls come marching into his room brandishing the staple guns they'd used to reassemble themselves." She shuddered. "It was supposed to be a straightforward 'turned-tables' scenario, but it turned into this whole big video game battle! The jerk loved it!"



Another glow springing up led to Lickspittle unearthing another piece of parchment. "Steven Bastian. Right now, he and his sister are stapling her dolls back together and planning the big zombie adventure they're gonna play after school." He set that page in the same stack as the first.



"No!" Grubsnort flailed some more. "Don't put that in the 'good work' pile! I didn't—!"



"Your third client?" Lickspittle held up his blood-tipped claw.



Glaring, Grubsnort snarled, "My last guy was a stockbroker named Vinnie! He's been embezzling from his firm, so I had him dream that he was old and dying alone in the bedroom of his giant mansion! But I don't think he even noticed! He just laid there the whole time! No tears, no moans, nothing!"



"Vincent Gabler." Lickspittle waved a glowing page at her and put it with the other two. "Called in sick this morning and went to church, something he hasn't done since he was in college."



More blinking didn't help Grubsnort at all.



Lickspittle gave a croaking sort of chuckle. "You're doing fine, Snort. Just don't overthink it." Putting one last red scratch on the big parchment, he nodded and set it with the others. "Get your rest. Another busy night tonight."



"Yeah, yeah." Turning, she headed for the lobby's forest of stone. "I'll bet even humans don't understand humans!"
      

      
   
      Blue Montage


      

      
      
         Gravel rattled off the fender as the cherry ‘14 mustang pulled away, dust parting just long enough to see the upraised finger among the billows.



Max’s hand shot to the siren, but a set of gnarled knuckles settled over his, and he paused, looking askance at his partner.



Russ shook his head, bushy eyebrows drawn together as he filed the speeding ticket away. “Let him get it out of his system. It’s dumb, not illegal.”



“I’m sure we could still nail him for something.” Max said, crossing his arms and sitting back. Quiet settled over the cruiser like the fine film of grit.



There were many kinds of silence, and between midnight watches, speed traps, and the rare stakeout, Max was starting to fancy himself a connoisseur. This young vintage had a delicate body, the low murmur of wind on stone overlain by the dry rustle of Russ’ ratty paperback and crisp notes of radio chatter. A hollow, contemplative quiet that might mature into brooding as the afternoon bled into evening and Max’s fingers wore patterns into the grain of the leather wheel cover.



Paper scraped again. “Something wrong?” One of Russ’ salt and pepper eyebrows was cocked just over the edge of his book.



“If we were in a movie they’d skip this in a montage.”



“You want this to be a movie?”



Max shrugged. “Yeah they’re over the top, but isn’t that kind of what we signed up for? Be out there, save people, beat the bad guys.”



Russ pursed his lips. “Tell me something, then, what did last week’s jumper and the fourth street hit-and-run have in common?”



“Well, let’s see. The first, responding officer arrived five minutes after the incident and successfully rendered aid, one week admin leave. The second, GTA ‘98 Civic, suspect one James ‘Sticky’ McNeal, stolo subsequently spotted twenty minutes later on patrol.  Eight mile pursuit until a collision disabled the pursuit vehicle and injured a pedestrian. The officer administered CPR, but the victim subsequently died at the hospital. Perp still at large.” Max let out a deep breath, unclenching white knuckles from the wheel. “I’d say the responding officer rendering aid in both cases, even if it wasn’t enough.”



“Not wrong, but not what I was getting at, either. Let’s add in a parking citation.”



Max’s brows knotted. “Which one?”



“McNeal, Elly. Three weeks ago. Teal Chevy Impala on second street. One of yours, if you recall.”



“No, not really.”



“Thought so. Well then, this” — Russ spread his arms, the gesture encompassing the dusty cruiser, empty road and arid, scrub-filled horizon — “may seem monotonous compared to those incidents, even the citation. But a lot of times we see folks on the worst day of their lives.  Obvious with the jumper, maybe not so much otherwise. For example, you or me might shrug off an eighty dollar fine, but some folks can’t. Sticky might not have pinched that car if his cousin had been able to pay her bills.”



“Huh.” Silence returned for a long breath as Max’s fingers worried at the leather. “You saying we shouldn’t do our jobs, then? Because it didn’t look like you had any second thoughts writing up Lou just now.”



Russ shook his head. “No, traffic duty is traffic duty. What I’m saying is we gotta use our hearts and our heads, not just throw the book around. Lou wasn't too happy, but he'll get over it. Keep riling him up, though, and assaulting an officer would be a different story. He’d be up the creek, and only his kids, his mom, and a few penny pinchers would ever care. As-is, so long as he doesn’t drown his sorrows too thoroughly at the Vet’s club...”



“Montage.”



“Exactly. Let's keep it that way.”
      

      
   
      Creation Takes Too Long


      

      
      
         God stood upon the world, and its goodness was clear to perceive with each of His three heads. All were equal components of the Divinity, differing only in aspect and temperament.  One, Most Eminent, studied a checklist; the second, Lordly Radiance, scanned the seas and mountains and the new foliage from three Divine Days ago; and the third, Cerulean Might, looked upon the flying birds and frolicking beasts that had been created only Yesterday in Godly terms. So far, all was going according to plan.



At the Divinity’s feet stood the latest creation: Humanity. Male and female they’d been created, each in Godly image but with singular heads, in a breeding population of ten thousand to get things going solidly. 



God was weary from the labor of the last six days, but there were many, many things to accomplish yet. Most studied the checklist, a worried scowl crawling over His features, as Lordly finished addressing the assembled humans, giving them dominion over all the seed-bearing plants and the creatures that possessed the Breath of Life.



Meanwhile, Cerulean chewed thoughtfully. “Hmm. These things, these apples…?”



“I thought they were pomegranates?” said Lordly.



“Whatever. They’re pretty good. As they age, they start giving Me a tingly sensation on My tongue when I eat them.” 



“Oh, really?” said Most.



“And then I start getting the same tingly sensation in My brain…”



“You’re not alone,” said Lordly, his eyes starting to lose their focus.



“I’m feeling it too,” said Most, His head wavering. “Maybe You should stop eating those fruits.”



“But they’re so good!” said Cerulean, popping another handful (several trees’ worth) of brown mushy spheres into His mouth. “Hmm. Maybe You’re right, Mo’. That last bunch tasted really tingly.”



“I find I am no longer able to focus Our power with any reliable accuracy,” said Lordly with deliberate slowness and slurred voice, “and I am further feeling the weight of Our six days of labor. I suggest We take a short break.”



“But, Lorrie, the schedule…” Most blinked, and His vision started to blur. “Very well, I see Your point.”



God approached two mountain ranges, which wavered and resolved into one as He grew near. The Divine Presence sank into a peaceful pose, heads arrayed on the cool snowy peak.  “Ah, a rest!” said Most. “But just an hour; there’s so much left to do…”



Soon, thunderous snores from three drooping heads rolled across the lands, and the assembled humans stared up in unease, then increasing dismay.








A whole Divine Day later, The Divinity arose, trying to clutch Its three heads with two hands. The snows had melted from the mountains in the heat of the hangover.



“Ugh. Those apples--” began Most.



“Pomegranates?” said Lordly.



“Whatever they were. I want them banned! Verboten!” cried Most. He scrabbled for the checklist and seized it just as Cerulean and Lordly gasped in dismay. The once-verdant hills were brown; the creatures that depended on the desiccated plants had perished, the creatures that depended on the creatures that depended on plants had perished, and the humans had run out of dried leaves and dead creatures and perished as well.



“Cerulie! This is Your fault, You numbskull!” cried Most, striking Cerulean on his bald pate.



Lordly spoke in deep sadness. “Everything’s dead, Mo’; We’ll have to start from scratch.”



“We can’t, Lorrie!” said Most, the checklist fluttering in his trembling hand. “We’ve sunk most of Our power into this thing. Can’t We just rebuild from what’s left?”



“Well, this human here…” Lordly pointed to a dusty form. “He’s moribund, but let’s see if We can breathe some life back into him. Then We can try to restore some plants and a few animals and restart the ecosystem. Maybe create some basic species and use natural selection to close the gaps…” Lordly noted the panic and frustration growing in the others. “…I think it’s the best We can do right now,” He finished quietly.



“What about the female humans?” said Cerulean. “We’ve lost Our breeding stock!”



“If I get this one going, We can use some flesh from him to recreate them. Let Me work!” Lordly raised the corpse to infuse it with Divine Breath.



Most stared at the checklist in horror. The whole plan was ruined; this project would only be a shadow of what the Divine Will had intended. He wanted to scream. “What’s that human’s name, anyway?” He said instead.



Cerulean rolled His eyes, then winced and clutched His aching head. “Ah… damn.”
      

      
   
      The Leap


      

      
      
         One of the first things Mike did when he got home was trip over the pair of dumbbells his mom left in his room.



He splayed out on the bed. The school year was over. The air-conditioned expanse of summer lay ahead, and he'd be spared the fate of waking up at 7am every day.



He made the decision to take a shower. The dumbbells could wait, he thought. He had all summer to be active. Now was a time for celebration, for rebirth, for the hot waters to cleanse away the evil of school. 







On the first day of summer, his parents reminded him that they were leaving for Mexico tomorrow. Mike didn't mind. Last year, they took him to Europe, but this time he preferred to stay home and enjoy his summer. 



Don't forget to feed the fish. Check that the doors are locked at night. Oh, and you have an orthodontist appointment on the 27th. 



He'd be fine. This wasn't his first rodeo.







On the second day, Mike played Civilization V. The hours melted away, and when his stomach grumbled he decided to take a break and eat.



He read The Old Man and the Sea after, finishing it as soon as it got dark outside. He didn't get it. Seemed a little pointless, he thought. 



He saw his parents off.







On the third day, he played Civilization V again. But his game as Egypt got a little boring, and he thought that Egypt's yellow map color was a bit ugly.



This time, he decided to read something less serious. He bought a young adult novel on his Kindle app.



He found it a little stupid, but it was an easy enough read.



It seemed to get dark even faster that day.







On the fourth day, Mike realized that his sleep schedule was already pushed too far forward. He needed to spend less waking hours in the dark. 



And he needed to actually use those dumbbells in his room.



Later, he decided that reading on the Kindle app was too much of an eyesore. He needed to take a break from the computer screen, not switch to a new one.



He found himself painfully bored.







On the fifth day, Mike began watching Game of Thrones. It was entertaining enough, and the hours flew by mercilessly fast.



He wasn't sure when he went to sleep. Shamefully, he refused to look at the time.







On the day of watching Season 2, Episode 3, Mike realized that he had lost count of the days.



This always happened during the summer. 







On the day of Season 3, Episode 8, Mike started to feel guilty.



He was having a well-earned break from the monotony of school, he told himself. But this was monotony too!



He needed to do something productive. 







On the day of Season 4, Episode 3, Mike had the solution to his despair.



He'd found an online writing competition, starting soon. It was the perfect opportunity to do something worthwhile, something productive. 



As soon as the prompt was released, he promised himself, he would start. He already had a thousand ideas bubbling in his brain.







On the day of the Season 4 Finale, the competition began. It was still midday when he finished the episode, and saw the prompt, Leap of Faith.



He found that he no longer had any ideas.







On the first day of writing, he broke away from his distractions long enough to go outside and think.



Finally, he retreated back into his air-conditioned castle, and wrote the opening line.



And then a few more.



He felt good. He felt productive. 







On the second day of writing, his ideas returned to him in full force. All it took was a little effort, a little brainstorming beforehand.



He found the sentences stringing together, the paragraphs taking shape, almost as fast as the ideas appeared in his head. He rewarded himself with a few episodes for his accomplishments. 







On the final day of writing, he poured ideas into words with a newfound fervor.



He didn't even open Steam that day. He had a goal, a task, a remedy to his pitiful idleness, and he had every intention of meeting it. 



Finally, after a labor of milky hours, he finished his entry. 



He was almost too excited to edit. He gave it a few passes, made some corrections, changed a few sentences around. 



He submitted.







On the first day after writing, Mike realized that he'd missed his orthodontist appointment.










      

      
   
      The Trip


      

      
      
         When mom woke me up this morning and dragged me out of bed, the only thing in the entire world I wanted to do was crawl back under the covers. When she, along with my dad and two brothers, crammed into the family sedan and hit the highway to visit our grandparents for Easter, all I wanted to do was open the door and leap to freedom. Instead, all I did was stare groggily out the window for three hours, imagining myself running along the countryside at seventy miles an hour, arms pumping, hair flying crazy in the wind, basking in rare April sunshine.



When we got to my grandparents’ house and everyone went inside, all I wanted to do was go back to the car and drive home. My grandparents cooked us lunch, however, so I relented and went inside.



While we sat around the table and ate, I noticed how old people talk funny. They’re always going on about things they used to do or people they used to see or what they think about things going on right now. I don’t really know what’s going on right now. None of that bothers me.



When the meal was over, the only thing in the entire world I wanted to do was anything else. My grandpa, who I think likes me more than my other brothers but won’t say it out loud (mom says it’s bad to hurt peoples’ feelings like that), noticed me squirming in my seat and asked me if I wanted to go outside and take a walk. My parents agreed. So out I went.



The suburb had only a few spread-out houses in it, with lots of empty lots and tall old trees. There was nothing much to look at. I imagined myself trying to run across the landscape like I did during the car ride, but it didn’t work so well at a walking pace.



Grandpa pulle a mint from his pocket and offered it to me. While I gnawed on the edges, he told me these kinds of visits were precious, and he appreciated how much suffering I was willing to endure to make him happy. 



“What did I do to make you happy?” I asked.



“Just being here,” he said with a smile. 



We kept on walking. Grandpa told me that life moves awfully fast when you see a lot of it, and sometimes it’s tough to hang onto things as long as you’d like. I guess that makes sense. 



When we got back to the house, my legs felt kinda tired. Grandpa said I could sit in his big reclining easy chair in the living room. Normally he didn’t like us crawling on it, but he lifted me up and I sunk in like it was made for me.



Soon I was rocking back and forth, laughing for no reason. Sitting in a big easy chair was perfect. I could move around and sit down at the same time. I just can’t contain myself.



Grandpa joined in the laughter, and soon the both of us were in hysterics. Mom and dad looked confused. Grandma looked concerned. I couldn’t care less. 



When my parents said it was time to leave, the only thing in the entire world I wanted to do was stay.
      

      
   
      A Day Off?


      

      
      
         The cool lake breeze blew playfully through my hair.  I tugged the ponytailer loose and left my hair free to wave into my face if it wanted to.  Waves lapped happily against the shore and made the world seem... right.  As the sun rose over the waters and its first rays warmed my skin, I strolled along the roadside.  Despite the traffic that zoomed by and the jogging suits and bicycles, I felt anonymous, unburdened.  Like tea kettle taken off the flame with whistle fading, pouring its waters to make a fragrant camomile tea—purpose fulfilled.  Pressure released. 



I felt very good.  Very good indeed.



I don't consider myself that special.



My parents brought me from the old country on a Japanese freighter.  I grew up working in an ethnic grocery that also sold imported rice cookers, silk clothing, lacquered boxes, and bright colorful dishes—a business that allowed my parents to send their daughter to university where she dutifully learned how to make life better her family and their five employees.



The only secret I know is that if you help people get what they want, most make sure I get what you want.  It started when Taki the son of our rice cooker supplier was looking for essential oils and I hooked him up with a Kelly who who distilled some for his for soap and candles.  Soon it was, oh, you know that person, do you?  She is connected with a firm that does what?  That village in the old country makes what?



Deliveries that father had to pick up at the warehouse soon came by truck.  Other trucks soon arrived with deliveries to be picked up by others to be freighted via container across an ocean or continent. 



Soon, you had to speak to Rinn.  Rinn knew whom to speak with, who in this city or that need what, people who traded me gossip for project projections, accountings of harvests for news of factory overproductions.



All I've ever done is be friendly, found what people wanted, and shared.



That doesn't make special, just human.  I help people help people.  Many do the same in return



Keeping track of it all can be exhausting, though.  Sometimes....



Sometimes there's so space for me.



Today was for me.  



Off the grid.  Non-consequential.   



Thirty-nine hours ago, there'd been an avalanche.  The village wasn't well known, the country neither poor nor wealthy.  I was asked.  You know people: can you find us medical supplies, get food up there?  I found the bags of dried staples and water bottles.  My friends found the medical teams and air transports.  Friends of friends found the customs and transportation officials to make it happen.



All it took was calling and begging and chatting up so that volunteers offloading planes stocked helicopters as I walked by the lake, admiring the sun.



So, now I could have time to myself, right?  Nothing to feel guilty about.  A day to be nobody, sneakers hitting cement, going nowhere fast.  A day that didn't matter.



A woman can't be on all the time, can she?



That didn't mean that... when the young man in blue sweats with a big wheeled pram with his son in sunglasses jogged by... that I didn't smile.



Or when the blond guy on red bike waved...



Or when the old lady with a black lacquer cane looked up and nodded as we approached, passing cars grabbing at her pink velour clothes and gray hair...



I beamed back.



With bikes zipping by on our right and cars on her left, the old woman's cane stuck in a crack and she tripped.



In a heartbeat, she twisted sideways toward the roadway.



I jumped forward, grabbing her wrist before she did more than gasp or begin to windmill.



It took no more than a tug—though I had to shoot out my other hand to catch her cane.



"Are you all right?"



"Oh, my!  I'm sorry."



I chuckled, heart racing as she pushed locks of hair back behind her ear and accepted her cane.  Bloody images flashed through my mind.  Had I not be here... or reacted!



"Do you need me to call you a car?"



She smiled, but stepped away from the road as bike riders pedaled around us.  "Oh, no.  Thanks.  I'll just watch better where I'm walking!"



I waved.  She waved.



I watched her take a few dozen steps, then continued on my way, shaking my head.



I guess I had my place in the world.
      

      
   
      Wordsworth


      

      
      
         I live in a church these days, just outside the remnants of a town whose name I cannot recall.



Fifty years ago, when I was but a priest in training, I knew that grass was green. Venturing several years further back, I would play in the grass with my friends. I would roll around in the fields and feel the blades of grass between my fingers. It filled me with calm joy, to feel the slightest touch of His creation—a kind of joy that my friends, by and large, did not understand.



When I began my duty as the keeper of my church, the fact that I would be surrounded by greenery came to me as so splendid that in time I started taking it for granted.



Now I run a semi-decrepit thing that can perhaps be called a church. Within this same building I also run the only library for at least a hundred miles. I have not seen a library that is not my own in quite some time.



People of all walks of life come to my home, out of some curiosity. Parents, beggars, nomads, thieves, whores, entertainers. But for the most part these are uneducated people, too young to remember what it meant to go to school for any amount of time. Too young to remember what it meant to shop for food at a grocery store. Too young to remember what it's like to lie in a field of grass and run one's fingers over the leaves.



Most people I've met have little idea as to what a book is. "What is reading like?" some of them ask. What is reading supposed to mean to these people?



I cannot judge them harshly, though. As with the subtle wonders of nature, I did not respect books as much in my youth as I do now. Make no mistake, I used to read with almost a voracious appetite, but I did not know what it meant to open a book, to flip through its pages, to feel the surface of every page, to read every word as if the act were holy. How could I possibly know that such a common experience could become so rare?



After the calamity, after I had lost nearly everything dear to me, I went about my life in a daze for what must have been months. The calamity did not just affect me personally, but also everyone I knew and everyone I knew not. I began to wonder, during those lost months, if God had played a cruel trick on me, or if I had chosen to believe in a fabrication, and that the true creator of the universe was a malicious child. Ultimately I chose to keep my faith, however strenuous it was to do so at first. Even more strenuous was helping to keep the faith of others—many of whom decided, reasonably enough, to abandon any notion that God loved them.



Faith was the first to die, followed in time by literacy.



Indeed it took a terribly long time for me to open a book again, yet as I recall this incident now I imagine it with terrific clarity. The book was a dog-eared copy of The Collected Poems of William Wordsworth. I am not sure what compelled me, but I started to read one poem, line by line in a painful fashion, and then another. An hour later it occurred to me that my eyes had become reddened, and that there were traces of tears on my cheeks.



I spent that entire night, until early in the morning, consuming what literature I had on hand. Wordsworth, Whitman, Austen, Eliot, Faulkner, Proust, Morrison, Vonnegut. The Book of Psalms rang true to me for the first time in so long, I was practically driven to tears yet again.



In the years since that fateful night I have tried with all my strength to gather what books I could recover from the wreckage of our world. Even the low-brow books. Even the pornographic books. Sinful to encourage the reading of such material? Maybe—but it is far more sinful to let these children die, for every book is a child waiting to live a long and fruitful life.



Since restoring faith in God seems all but impossible today, I have instead dedicated myself to teaching others how to read and how to lose themselves in the Word. Yet the Word is not merely the Bible, but in fact every written word.



Amen.
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