
      Trouble Brewing


      

      
      
         The coffee maker was no longer perky. Once it had sent the hot steaming water in regular gouts over the fresh grounds with polite little coughing noises; now it groaned and gurgled and rattled like a performer dying upon a stage. You still got a pot of coffee eventually, but only after a performance that would never receive any positive critical attention.



“Another sluggish brew,” I sighed.



“Run another cleaning cycle?” my helpmate Jalan suggested.



“We’ve done that a few times, both with vinegar and with the tablets. I think I need to give this some deeper attention.”



I was happy to have an excuse to pull something apart anyway. I broke out a screwdriver and got to work, and soon had the heating element exposed. It was mainly a metal tube bent into a U shape that ran under the hot plate. It was an extremely simple and efficient design, where water flowed into the tube from the reservoir, got heated to the steam point and expanded rapidly. Blocked from flowing back into the reservoir by a one way valve, the water had no way to go but up, fountaining over the grounds and flowing down to the carafe as coffee. The same heating element also kept the hot plate warm, doing double service. This lovely design had consigned the old percolator systems to their dusty place in history.



I disconnected the heating tube and tried gently blowing through it, but found resistance. it did seem clogged. I set the pipe so that the U was upright, and poured vinegar in up to the top. It foamed and bubbled as it broke down the thick calcium deposits deep inside.



“Getting anywhere?” Jalan was peering over my shoulder.



“Yes… we are literally turning our problem into a solution,” I quipped. “Please have patience, I’ll have it all back together in an hour.” As I spoke, I fingered a piece of plastic inside the case, one of the mounting points for the screws that held the heating element in place. It felt a little too wiggly for my taste.



“Is that supposed to bend like that?” Jalan asked, and as the question was posed the plastic snapped in half under my probing fingers.



“Uhm, no.” I sighed. Another project that was developing side projects. “Please have some more patience, I’ll have it back together by tomorrow. Maybe.”



That day, I worked to reinforce the weakened plastic around the heating element using fiberglass cloth and a brand of epoxy putty called J.B. Weld. This was a tested technique for internal repairs and I had used it successfully on many laptops with broken hinges. The job only took a couple of hours and it was the sort of patience work that kept me happy, but the epoxy would need time to cure. Would we have the machine back together in time for morning coffee?



The following morning, I tested my repair. The parts I had reinforced no longer wiggled and seemed ready to take the tension and strain. Jalan watched as I reconnected the heating element to its tubes and gently screwed the machine back together. We set it upright and prepared for the moment where reality would meet our expectations, or further disillusion us.



The beans were poured into the grinder and prepared, rattling around the hopper as they turned into fragrant dust. The carafe was filled and the water poured into the reservoir, and then the red switch was flipped… We waited quietly, raptly, until we heard the first popping surge of water, then the next, with polite little coughs that sent rich dark coffee flowing down into the carafe.



We sighed with relief and filled our cups.



“So what was up with the plastic?” asked Jalan. “Why did it weaken in that way?”



“Probably age, plus repeated exposure to heat,” I said. “The case is mostly solid, it was just cracked around the heating element. And when I fixed one crack and explored a bit, there was another one… Anyway, I’m glad it worked out well.” I stirred my steaming brew. “My yen for problem solving got a workout yesterday, with one issue leading to another. So many forking tasks…”



Jalan toasted me. “You could fairly say that of coffee… It’s the solution that sets you in search of problems!”
      

      
   
      Our Charter


      
      
      
         
         Her Father's Legs

      
      

      

      
      
         She kind of smiled into her fingers at that remark, cupping her chin and looking at the people flecked in dark gold and silver thronging and filing around her. We were sitting in a restaurant. She folded her legs under that black slip which she saved for just such an occasion, I could tell, because it wasn’t quite the right size, like pants you would wear going to do yardwork for an afternoon. Her freckled shoulders were on display. Her hands were freckled too, and one of them was swilling a wine glass at the bowl and exposing the pink flesh of her flush-cut fingernails. She was looking at the people, smiling in a sad sort of way, how you might at a favorite memory which had not fully subsided.   

	

I pinched her above the elbow. “You wanna go?” I said.

	

She turned to me like someone had switched a light in her bedroom. 

	

“Yeah.”

	

She lingered on it. Then she sat up and smoothed the dress around her legs. “That’s a good idea.”

	

We were outside. There were only a few headlights in the streets. She was ahead of me, carrying her purse like a briefcase. We moved like big kids going to take a bow after a stage show; she kept a swift pace.

	

Then—she must have thought of me—she asked, “Do you, like… hate your parents as much as I do? At least one of them, come on,” she said with sort of a girlish, confiding smirk. She brushed her hair out of her face and looked down at her steps again. “I’ll let you guess which one I’m talking about.”

	

For some reason, I noticed the vigor of her movement in the car lights, all the parts working under the slip in the balmy night air. “That can be a hard thing,” I said. “I like to play a game where I imagine what helpful things I’ve gotten from them and what I’m trying to give away… You know? We ask a lot . My father had three children by the time he was our age.”

	

She gave a quiet affirmation and kept on. There was a foot or so between us. I was caught up by the sound of her heels clicking the sidewalk. “I bet she has her father’s legs,” I thought, “if he wore heels.”

	

Every few weeks we met for coffee. It was starting to get cold out and she liked to wear big sweaters, and I teased her that she could pass for a bag of wool. Sometimes she would already be there when I arrived. Another few weeks went by. We were on our phones and talking about what bands we liked. 

	

“I used to be in one myself,” I confessed. “It was called ‘Postmodern Effigy’. We mostly improvised,” I said, laughing.

	

“That’s cool,” she said. She retrieved a picture from her phone and added, “I went to see Bright Eyes in San Fransisco last summer. My sister lives over there. They’re kind of her favorite band, too.” She cupped her chin and seemed to look past the people moving around the café. “The Bay area is such a blast. I’d really love to go back there, soon.”



Then, we didn’t see each other for a long time. I was support staff in a middle school, and one day I was assigned to her class. Rene Thompkins. Her room was new, and sparse, as white as a walk-in clinic, except for a few posters extolling historical figures—Cesar Chavez, Frederic Douglas, Katherine Johnson. She gave a lot of talks about mutual respect. The room itself was oversized for its population—maybe eight kids, and part of it went totally unused.

	

I remember she was trying to get the class to make a charter, to vote on the class environment. Then a big eighth grade girl came in late. She had a pink skull backpack and was loud enough for an amphitheater. 

	

“Oh, god!” she roared. “Please don’t tell me I’ve got to stay in this weird ass class.”

	

Rene answered in a deep voice that the class wasn’t weird to her. But whatever spell she had with the kids had been broken. At the end of the class that day, the loud girl spotted me with the swiftness of an owl coming down on a mouse scurrying through pine needles. “Are you two dating?”

	

“Well, no,” I answered, trying to be clever. “We just happen to be in the same room.”
      

      
   
      Kick the Bullet


      
      
      
         
         Time's Bullet

      
      

      

      
      
         ‘Do you know,’ Mike began, ‘why there is no antimatter in the world?’ He reclined in his chair, tilting it backwards and drew a puff from his smoke, which rose in flitting curlicues against the ghostly light.



Stan rolled his eyes and shrugged. ‘Mmm…’ he finally said, shaking his head. It was hard to articulate an answer while gagged.



Mike let his chair fall forward, flicked his cigarette in the ashtray and stood up. ‘Actually this is quite fascinating. The long and short of it is: no one knows. Even Stephen Hawking couldn’t figure it out.’ He paced round the table, hands latched behind his back. ‘Except maybe for this crazy castaway French guy and his Janus universe model. Ever heard of it?’ 



At this point, Stan didn’t even bother to answer.



‘According to this theory, we live in a coin-like universe. There is a head “foil”, as he calls it, and that’s where we live, a universe of “standard” matter. And there’s a tail “foil”, made of antimatter. We can’t see it, but we can feel it because matter and antimatter repel one another. Like, you know, dimples on one side of a sheet make bumps on the other. And that would explain about all the conundrums of modern astronomy…’ He stopped, eyes unfocused, as if actually contemplating global space topology through the thick walls of the pokey room.



Eventually, he shook off his vision. ‘But’, he continued, ‘the zaniest part is the claim that time would run backward in that antimatter universe. Reversed causality. Effect preceding causes. Do you realise what that means? Dying before you live. Beginning your life as a dotard, and ending as a baby in your nappies.’ He guffawed. ‘Jolly barmy, isn’t it?’



He glanced at Stan. Trussed tightly to the chair, Stan’s only perceptible reaction was another stunted shrug. 



‘You, for example, you know why you’re here. In that other world, you wouldn’t. But then, things would take a turn for the best, since in the future you’d be free and I’d eventually forget about your existence.’ He smiled, sighed and waved a dismissal gesture. ‘Bollocks. Ravings, like most Frenchmen ideas,’ he concluded.



He rounded the table back to his chair, and sat again, picking up his cigarette from the ashtray. ‘Which brings us back here,’ he said, dipping the butt in the flame of a lighter. ‘Did it ever occur to you that we may sometimes act as if pushed by yet unknown motives?’ 



Stan eyes widened. Beads of sweat were breaking out on his forehead.



‘For example,’ Mike carried on, ‘take this gun here.’ He stretched his arm and stroked the Smith & Wesson which was resting on the table. He brought it closer and spun it several times, mesmerised by the light bouncing off the grey metal. ‘Powerful object, isn’t it? Able to terminate anyone’s life with only the lightest pull on a tiny trigger. Yet, when I bought it, I had no idea what I could use it for. It was a mere compulsive act. Gratuitous to the full.’



He grabbed the gun, stood up, shuffled to Stan, and pressed the muzzle against his temple.



‘That is,’ he added, ‘until I met you.’
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