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        This book is for all those who have been

        wounded by the religion of their youth.

      

      

      

      
        
        Hear me:

        The god you were given is not the true God.

        There is a way out.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: Sophia’s Choice

          

        

      

    

    
      “We were a chaotic movement before the epidemic.”

      “We didn’t have a mission before the epidemic.”

      “We always had a mission.”

      “No, we had a mythology. We were waving wooden swords at shadows.”

      “So the epidemic was a good thing?”

      “There was no fucking epidemic, you moron.”

      “You just said it yourself⁠—”

      “It’s a term of convenience to help us sync up with the consensus narrative.”

      “There’s a significant difference of opinion on that, even among the elect.”

      “Don’t tell me you believe that nonsense about everyone except Californians dying off. You think it was the new age crystals that saved us? Or maybe it was the smog?”

      “I’m saying that maybe the Powers used a real crisis to…to give them cover.”

      “Everyone in every state and country is alive, unless they died of natural causes or stepped in front of a bus. Period. There was no mass extinction event.”

      “Despite everything we’ve ever heard?”

      “It’s the media’s job to lie. It’s how they control us.”

      “Guh…I give up.”

      “We get to disagree about cosmogony so long as we’re on the same page about the telos.”

      “Nice parallelism. Let’s set speculations aside. Did you talk to her?”

      “I did.”

      “And what did she say?”

      “She said she has chosen this young man here.”

      “Him? Why him? He isn’t even an initiate.”

      “I don’t know. It is not for us to question to whom she grants the spark. Our only job is to welcome them and train them when they have been revealed to us. ‘Many see it being sown, but few see it being reaped,’ after all.”

      “True enough. Has he shown any interest?”

      “No, not that I know of.”

      “Then how are we supposed to⁠—?”

      “Watch him. Wait for an opportunity. Just…plant the seed.”

      “How?”

      “Do I have to think of everything? I don’t know. I do know he works at a bookstore.”

      “So he likes to read…”

      “There’s your in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part I: The Book Of Secrets

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        O Indestructible Spirit, whoever callest to thy indestructible offspring wherever they may find themselves, we thank thee, and praise thy supreme and compassionate Gnosis for having given us the light and wisdom of the holy Valentinus. May the secrets nameless, ineffable, transcendental, and glorious, that cannot be comprehended either by the dominions or by the powers or the lower beings or by any of the mixture of the world of darkness; the secrets brought to the light of our minds by Valentinus serve as our guiding powers to the ineffable Gnosis, now and forevermore. Amen.

        —Collect for the Feast Day of St. Valentinus⁠*

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Ecclesia Gnostica Lectionary, compiled by +Most Rev. Stephan A. Hoeller, (1975). http://www.gnosis.org/ecclesia/Ecclesia-Gnostica-Lectionary.pdf

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIQUIPEDIA

          

          THE ANSWERBOT THAT GOES DOWN SMOOTH

        

      

    

    
      WHAT IS OCD?

      Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) is a mental health condition characterized by recurring, intrusive thoughts and repetitive behaviors. It affects people from all walks of life, cutting across age, gender, and socioeconomic backgrounds. OCD can significantly impact an individual's daily life, causing distress and interfering with their ability to function effectively.

      The defining feature of OCD is the presence of obsessions and compulsions. Obsessions are unwanted and distressing thoughts, images, or urges that repeatedly enter a person's mind. These obsessions are often irrational and out of the individual's control. Common obsessions include fears of contamination, aggressive thoughts, and a need for symmetry or exactness.

      To alleviate the distress caused by their obsessions, individuals with OCD engage in compulsions. Compulsions are repetitive behaviors or mental acts that a person feels driven to perform in response to an obsession. These rituals are aimed at reducing anxiety or preventing a feared outcome. Examples of compulsions include excessive handwashing, checking and rechecking locks, and counting or organizing items repeatedly.

      Although the exact cause of OCD is not fully understood, it is believed to be influenced by a combination of genetic, neurological, and environmental factors. Research suggests that imbalances in certain brain chemicals, such as serotonin, play a role in the development of OCD. Additionally, traumatic events, high levels of stress, and a family history of OCD can increase the likelihood of its occurrence.

      Living with OCD can be challenging. Individuals often experience intense anxiety, shame, and embarrassment due to their obsessions and compulsions. OCD can impact relationships, work performance, and overall quality of life. Fortunately, effective treatments are available. Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is a common therapeutic approach that helps individuals identify and challenge their irrational thoughts, gradually reducing the frequency and intensity of their compulsions. Medications, such as selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), can also be prescribed to manage symptoms.
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        Either they’re running somewhere,

        or unable to run away from someone;

        or they’re fighting, or being beaten;

        or they’ve fallen from heights,

        or fly through the air without wings.

        Sometimes, too, it’s like someone is killing them,

        even though no one’s chasing them;

        or they themselves are killing those around them,

        covered in their blood.

        Until those who are going through all these nightmares

        can wake up, they see nothing,

        because these things are nothing.

        —Gospel of Truth⁠*

      

      

      

      The beast prowled the aisle of the church, seeking someone to devour. Its mouth was wet with gore, crimson with the blood of sinners. A low growl coming from its throat caused the stones in the floor to rumble underfoot.

      Seth looked underneath the pews and saw the great feet—black, mottled with the gray of ages—move with slow, graceful precision. He felt the impact of each footfall, and smelled the stinking musk of its wet fur, sour yet tinged with the bite of myrrh.

      Trying to control his breath, he moved as silently as possible to put the solid end of one of the pews between himself and the beast’s line of sight. It might work for a few moments, but the beast was moving, always moving. It was a living beast, after all, and for Seth to stop, to rest, was to die. He knew the words of this catechism by heart: this animal was a hunter, and it would not be satisfied until it had devoured his soul.

      He had offered the necessary prayers. He had attended the Sunday school classes. He had colored the Bible scenes. He had memorized the verses. He had gone down into the water…and still the beast was coming.

      Seth scrambled once more, for the beast was near the aisle now. An offering plate clattered to the floor, filling the air with its echoing alarm. Seth froze. Then he crawled, in a mad dash for…for anywhere. Just…away. He slowly edged his forehead around the corner of another row of pews until his eyes could see the aisle. But all he saw was teeth and fur and the heaving breast of the beast, its breath hot upon him.

      Seth felt his heartbeat pounding in his head, his mind flailing for an escape. But all he saw was a vision of his neck pierced through by white fangs, his rag-doll body being dragged behind him as the beast dragged him off to hell.

      He turned his head away from the great, gaping maw, felt the slick of its saliva drop onto his nose and cheeks, caustic as acid. Its breath reeked of prayers and piety, of rot and corruption, of warm and sticky blood. Seth closed his eyes and waited for the teeth to strike his neck⁠—

      

      Seth felt hot breath on his cheek. Opening one eye, he saw slavering jowls merely inches from his face. The jaws opened, and a massive tongue emerged and began to lick him. He grunted and wiped the slime from his cheek. “Hello, Kush.”

      The dog snuffled around Seth’s head and shoulders, emitting a tiny whine. “Okay, you need to go out, I get it. Give me a minute,” Seth mumbled.

      The sound of his phone pierced the fog of residual sleep like a lightning flash. He rolled over and fumbled for it. Without bothering to see who it was, he accepted the call. “What?”

      “Dude, are you still in bed?”

      “I…I thought I was in church. But…yeah.”

      “Look, I’m going to be there in fifteen minutes. I want you up, showered, and wearing something with a rainbow on it. It’s Pride! The parade isn’t going to march itself. I even have a rainbow collar for Kushy.”

      Seth moaned something in the affirmative and sat up.

      “And don’t worry about lunch, I’m bringing pizza,” Angie added. “We can scarf it down before we go.”

      Seth squinted. The sun was higher and brighter than it had any right to be. “Pizza? For breakfast?”

      “You’ve never had cold pizza for breakfast? What’s wrong with you? And this will be hot.”

      “Okay.”

      “Shower! Now!”
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        * * *

      

      “I think I hate God.” Seth’s eyes roamed over the crowd. It was easier to say things like that if he didn’t look at her.

      Angie rolled her eyes. “Okay, here we go. I’ll play. Why do you think you hate God?”

      Her voice was nearly drowned out by the rattle and roar of engines. Angie grinned as the Dykes-on-Bikes rolled into view in all their stocky glory, most of them shirtless with Band-Aids obscuring their nipples. Kush took little interest in the show but panted contentedly, leaning against Seth’s leg and sitting on half of his foot.

      “Because he wants me to live in this tiny little box.”

      “Who does?”

      “God. Jeez, Ange, pay attention.”

      Angie pointed to the bikers. “Sorry. I’m a little distracted at the moment.”

      “I didn’t think butch was your type,” Seth said.

      “They got fems sitting right behind them, but you’d have to actually look to see them.”

      Seth turned and looked at the parade. “Oh, yeah, those are more your type.”

      “Your type, too, I think. You were saying?” Angie prompted. She was shorter than he was, with frizzy black hair pulled back into a ponytail that made the back of her head look like a bottle brush.

      “God wants me to live in this tiny little box. And I can’t do it. I’ve tried. And I can’t do it.”

      Angie turned and looked up at him. His sandy hair was obviously self-cut, and he had the style sense of a grunge musician. “You’re doing that thing with your face again. Stop it.”

      “Sorry. I don’t know when I’m doing it.”

      “It makes you look like you’re trying to make your eye yawn. It makes you look like a retard.”

      He frowned at her. “That’s not an okay word to use anymore.”

      “Oh, so you want to put me in a little box too, huh? Fuck that, Kojak.”

      “Who’s Kojak?”

      Angie looked back at the parade. This was a boring entry—a group of about thirty people walking together in matching t-shirts wearing leis and rainbow Carnivale beads. Their banner announced they were a gay-friendly church. Seth could see their pastor—a stout woman in a bright pink shirt with a clerical collar who looked like she would have fit right in with the bikers, tattoos and all. Kush started to clean himself.

      “Besides, you don’t look like you’ve been living in a box to me,” Angie noted.

      “No, I haven’t. Because I can’t. But I feel like he’s always breathing down my neck.”

      “Who is?”

      “God. Why can’t you follow the conversation?”

      “Let’s see…hot pastor?”

      “Again, she is not your type.”

      “I like her style, though. Listen, Seth, in case you haven’t noticed, there is no shortage of distractions here. Check out the dyke on the other side there with the long red hair in the halter top and the bright red men’s speedo. Just makes me want to dry-hump an avocado.”

      Seth looked. Angie was right. That was definitely one very hot lesbian. Seth shook his head to clear it. “Maybe we should save this conversation for another time.”

      “Suits me,” Angie said. Then she put her index finger and pinky in her mouth and whistled so loud Seth’s ears rang.

      “Stop that!” Seth said. Kush’s ears rose to their full height.

      “I’m trying to get her attention.”

      “I’m tired of being scared all the time,” Seth said.

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “God. I can’t believe you can’t hold a thought in your head for three seconds. God. I’m scared of God.”

      “So go see a shrink.”

      “I tried that⁠—”

      “Try another one. Or…hey, here’s an idea. Actually open up to one this time. It only works if you work it.”

      “I guess.” Seth sounded defeated.

      “Dude, you are seriously raining on my parade. My actual parade, as it happens.”

      “I’m sorry, Ange. I just…” But he didn’t know what he just. And she wasn’t listening. She was ogling. “Would you be drooling all over these other girls if Sara was here?” he asked.

      “Probably not.”

      “Why isn’t Sara here?” Seth asked.

      “She has to work.”

      “Bummer.”

      Angie shrugged.

      Seth scowled. “Are you and Sara…okay?”

      Angie didn’t look at him. Instead, she kept her eyes fixed on the Bathhouse Boys, clad in skimpy briefs, doing a synchronized line dance, advertising the Jizz Factory. Twinks ran into the crowd with baskets, handing out condoms and little plastic vials of lube. Kush started to lick his penis. “Stop that,” Angie said to the dog, “You’ll make these boys jealous.” Looking back up at the parade, Angie asked, “Can I tell you something serious?”

      “Sure,” Seth said. “And unlike you, I’ll pay attention.”

      “I’m thinking of breaking up with Sara.”

      “What? I love Sara,” Seth said, his voice rising.

      “Yeah. Everyone loves Sara,” Angie said. “That’s part of the problem. All of my friends like Sara more than they like me.”

      “That’s not true,” Seth said too quickly. Angie turned to face him and narrowed one eye. Then she turned back to the parade.

      “Okay,” he corrected. “It is kind of true. But it’s not very true.”

      “How can something be not very true?” Angie asked. “Either something is true or it isn’t true.”

      She had a point. “People love you, too,” he said, but even as the words escaped his mouth, they sounded lame.

      “Yeah, right.”

      One of the Bathhouse Boys thrust a vial of lube into Seth’s hands. Kush barked at the intrusion into his cozy little world. “What am I supposed to do with this?” Seth asked.

      “Grease your pole, dude,” the twink laughed as he bounded away. “Your girlfriend will love it!”

      Seth wondered how true that was. He fought to keep the conversation on track. “Look, I’m no expert in relationships, but it seems to me that people actually liking your girlfriend is not a reason to leave her.”

      She waggled her head.

      “So…what’s really going on?”

      She scowled. “She farts in her sleep.”

      Seth laughed. “Everyone farts in their sleep.”

      “How would you know?” she snapped.

      Ouch, Seth thought. Was that a dig at his lack of romantic luck? “I’ve slept with people—like, all night.”

      “With people? Like more than one?”

      “No. I mean…with Becky. I’ve slept with Becky. Once.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “You’re avoiding the question,” Seth pointed out.

      Angie sighed. “Okay…she doesn’t really have time for me. And she smokes too much pot.”

      “Hmm…” Seth said.

      “What do you mean, ‘hmm,’?”

      “Anytime there’s more than one reason, none of the reasons is the reason,” he asserted.

      “That’s ridiculous,” she said.

      “It’s also true,” he said. “I read that somewhere. So…what’s the real reason? And it can’t be the pot, because nobody smokes more pot than you do.”

      Angie kept her eyes on the parade, where a white convertible that would not have been out of place in a sixties movie rolled by. A John Waters impersonator waved at the crowd, his pencil-thin mustache obviously drawn on. Kush lay down, covering Seth’s left foot with his heavy, golden body.

      “Sara has this…list…of things she wants for her life. You know: Job? Check. Pet? Check. Hobby? Check⁠—”

      “Wait, what’s her hobby?” Seth asked.

      “She knits,” Angie frowned. “Haven’t you noticed? Every time she sits down, she has knitting needles in her hands, clacking away. Argh!”

      “Huh, I guess. I never thought of that as a hobby.”

      “Well, what would you call it?”

      Seth shrugged. “A nervous habit?”

      “Because you’re the expert on that. Maybe you should take up knitting,” Angie said. “No, please forget I said that. I only need one knitter in my life.”

      “She has this list?” Seth prompted.

      “Yeah. So. Camping trips? Check. Girlfriend? Check.”

      Her lips were tight, and Seth could tell she was resisting her emotions.

      “What’s…wrong with that? We all want things.”

      “What’s wrong with that is that I feel like I’m just an item on her list. I feel like I’m filling a role in her head. It’s like, ‘I need a girlfriend. You’ll do.’ I don’t want to just ‘do.’ I want someone to want me for me, you know? To really want me.”

      Seth nodded. “I get it, I think. I’m sorry.”

      “I mean, she’s great,” Angie said. “We never fight. She’s kind. She’s smart. She’s funny. She’s…great with her…tongue⁠—”

      “TMI,” Seth warned.

      “I just…I want someone who really wants me.” She paused and appeared to be watching the parade, but when she spoke her voice cracked. “Is that so bad?”

      Seth stepped behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, giving them a gentle squeeze. “No. No it isn’t.”

      Angie wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “Damned allergies. How about you?”

      “What about me?” he asked, blinking.

      “How is it going with what’s-her-name?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You know very well what her name is. I just said it.”

      Angie sniffed and attempted a smile. “So, you slept together, but have you…you know…”

      He rolled his eyes. “What are you, eleven?”

      “You don’t talk about her. Do you even like her? I mean, why are you here with me instead of her?”

      “She’s not queer. I’m here as your ally, remember?”

      “I think you’re here for the boobies.”

      “I think you’re projecting. And of course I like her. I wouldn’t go out with her if I didn’t like her.” For several moments they both just looked at the parade. About forty teenagers in khaki uniforms marched in messy military style behind a banner that read, “Scouting for All.”

      After the last of the scouts had trailed past, Seth said, “Hey, you’re always asking me what I need. What do you need right now?”

      Angie kept her eyes on the parade route, even though there was a gap between the scouts and the next float. “Uh…I think I need a place to land when I…when I do the deed.”

      “You want to sleep on my couch?” he asked.

      She nodded, daring to look up at him again.

      “It’s yours,” he said. “For as long as you need it.”

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “When do you think you’ll need it?” he asked.

      She shifted from one foot to another. “Tonight?”

      “You’re going to break up with her tonight?” he asked, his eyebrows rising.

      She looked at her watch. “We have a sex date when she gets off work. I…I’m going to tell her then. Get it over with.”

      “Before or after the sex?”

      “There isn’t going to be any sex, you idiot.”

      Seth gave her shoulder another squeeze. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “Yes, it is. I promise,” he said. “After this Kush and I are going to go home. Then I’m going to clean the apartment. And I’m going to make a place for you. And I’m even going to buy you some cereal and milk.”

      “Almond milk, please. No cow mucus.”

      Seth ignored her. “And when you come over, I’m going to make popcorn and sit on the couch and watch any damn thing you want to on TV.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “We should pick something psychedelic,” Angie said.

      “Why?” Seth asked.

      “Because that pizza I brought over had mushrooms on it.”

      “I love mushrooms,” Seth said.

      “Yeah, but I added more mushrooms, different mushrooms, on top.”

      “You did not,” Seth breathed.

      She waggled her head back and forth, refusing to meet his eyes.

      “Goddam it, Angie. That’s the kind of thing you ask people about before you do it, not the kind of thing you spring on them. What if I had somewhere important to be today?”

      “You never have anywhere important to be,” she said.

      “No need to rub it in. I do work sometimes.”

      “At a job you would do infinitely better if you were high,” she asserted. “Do you work today?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have anything important to do today?” Angie asked.

      “No…but that’s not the point and you know it.”

      She shrugged and looked at the parade again. A couple of leathermen on stilts walked by, holding the black-and-blue striped S&M flag between them. Kush began to snore. The crowd was too loud to hear him, but Seth felt the vibrations of the dog’s mighty wheeze through the bones of his feet.

      “How are you going to have a serious conversation with Sara if you’re tripping balls?” Seth asked.

      “I think I need to be tripping balls to work up the nerve.”

      “God, I hate this feeling!” Seth said.

      “What feeling?” Angie asked.

      “That feeling when you just drop acid—or ’shrooms, or whatever—and you know it’s coming and there’s no going back, and you don’t know what’s going to happen.”

      “I love that feeling,” Angie confessed.

      “That is one of the big differences between us, then,” Seth said.

      Just then, a string of antique cars started to pass, and Seth noticed that the sunlight reflected off the chrome with an otherworldly and incandescent dazzle. The reflected colors reminded him of the swirl of purples and greens in a pool of automotive oil, but it was shimmering like the heat rising from blacktop in summer. “Oh, shit,” he said. “It’s coming on. Goddam you, Angie.”

      “When your limbs turn to rubber, remember to just flow with it,” she suggested.

      “Fucking…”

      And then Seth saw her. He cocked his head. A marching band was heading toward them, coming around the bend in the parade route. All of the musicians looked like they were in their 60s or 70s, with a banner proclaiming them to be the Lavender Bobcats Marching Band. The uniforms were striking—periwinkle with dark blue piping. But that wasn’t what Seth was focused on. Leading the band was a majorette, her uniform crisp and smart. She looked like she was in her seventies, but time had been kind to her. Her hair was silver and hung in a bouncy bob around her jawline. Her smile was bright as the sun, and her teeth were perfect. Her white boots kicked from side to side in dramatic, exaggerated movements. She spun her silver baton over her head, catching the sunlight and refracting it to every corner of the earth in a spray of rainbow color.

      “She’s beautiful,” Seth gasped.

      “She is,” Angie agreed.

      Seth couldn’t keep his eyes off her. He suspected it was because he was high, but that didn’t seem to matter. His world had narrowed to a point, and she was the center and the circumference. She moved with such agility and grace and confidence that Seth found himself holding his breath. “I want to be like her,” he breathed.

      “I want to be her,” Angie added.

      And then, as Seth’s mouth gaped, the majorette threw her head back, laughed, and met his eye. She winked.
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      Seth closed the drawer of cash register two and greeted the next customer. He scanned the UPC code of a paperback Western, thinking, Don’t sell too many of those. Next to him, Travis was training a new employee on register one.

      To Seth’s surprise, Travis had turned out to be a patient teacher. Travis was a couple years older than him and represented a breed Seth was in danger of becoming—the bookstore lifer. His cheek piercing just looked stupid, and he wore scarves over his jeans and t-shirt attire, which Seth had to admit gave him a little flash. Seth admired his shoulder-length brown hair as much as he disdained his goatee.

      The newbie was a girl named Bella, who looked no older than sixteen, with impeccable goth sensibilities. She wore black lace gloves, black lipstick, and far too much mascara. She seemed to be catching on quick.

      Seth stapled a receipt to his customer’s bag and handed it to him. “Thanks a lot. Come again.”

      No one else was in line, so he had a breather. He looked over at Travis and Bella. “How is it going?”

      “Piece of cake,” Bella said, looking bored.

      “Hey, you wanna see something cool?” Travis asked.

      “Yeah, sure,” Bella said, not sounding at all like she did.

      Travis grinned and winked at Seth. “Hey, St. John, where does this book go?” He held up a large paperback copy of Frankenstein.

      Half of Seth’s mouth turned up in a smile. He’d play along. “Frankenstein: the Modern Prometheus by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. We have the Dover edition in classics—row five, on the left, three shelves down, five books in, between The Fountainhead on one side and Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle-Stop Cafe on the other. But that there’s the new annotated edition with commentary by Neal Gaiman, so we keep that in Horror—row thirteen, top shelf, fifteen books in, between Darren Shan’s Demonata series and Clark Ashton Smith’s new Arkham omnibus.”

      Seth smiled, every part of his mouth participating, when he saw Bella’s mouth hanging open. “Fuuuuck,” she said. She turned to Travis. “Can he do that with every book in the store?”

      Travis chuckled. “Try him. But don’t let him fool you. It’s a savant thing.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Travis,” Seth said with a laugh.

      “Dude, admit it, you’re fucked in the head. This is just a side effect of your superpower.”

      “I am not on the spectrum or anything,” Seth objected. “I’m just…”

      Just then the phone rang. From the blinking lights, Seth could tell it was an in-store call. Travis picked it up. “Register.” He paused and listened. “No, not too busy.” His eyebrows rose and he looked at Seth. “Right away.” He put the phone back in its cradle.

      “Rutherford wants to see you,” he said. “She sounds like she’s on the warpath.”

      “Jesus,” Seth sighed. He locked his register and pocketed the key. “Okay. I’ll be back. I hope.”

      “And Frith help you,” Travis added.

      Seth headed for the back. Behind him, he heard Bella ask, “Does he always walk on his toes?”

      Seth grimaced but decided not to comment. When he got to the back rooms, Rutherford’s office door was already slightly ajar. He paused just before reaching it, leaned against an S-panel, and took a deep breath. He knocked and poked his head in. “You wanted to see me, boss?”

      Marian Rutherford looked up from her laptop. She closed it. “Have a seat.” Seth did.

      She was shorter than Seth, and about ten years older, with a severe black bob that projected a terrifying androgyny. She dressed like a lumberjack, grounded by her Doc Martins and adorned with a collection of silver rings in one ear.

      “What’s up?”

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      He shrugged. “Uh…sure. Why?”

      She studied him. He squirmed under her gaze. “Come with me,” she said, rising from her chair.  She strode into the hall, not pausing to see if Seth was following. He jogged to catch up with her, and even though her stride was shorter than his, he still had to practically skip to keep up. She led him to the romance section, and turned.

      “What the fuck is this?” She gestured to the wall of books.

      “Uh…books?” he ventured.

      She narrowed one eye. “Don’t be cute with me. What’s wrong with this section?”

      Then he noticed. The books were arranged by color. The entire wall was a spectrum of powder-pastel colors, pinks bleeding into lavender, bleeding into baby blue. “It’s…beautiful,” he said finally.

      “It’s also unnavigable,” Marian said. “Who told you to arrange the books by cover-color?”

      “I…I don’t know. Did I do that?”

      “I told you to stock this section and clean it up. Yesterday. You don’t remember that?”

      “Yeah, but…I was…I guess I was kind of lost in thought.”

      “So you don’t remember arranging this entire section by color?”

      Seth shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I’ll…I’ll fix it.”

      “You’ll fix it on your own time. Go punch out, then get to work on it. When you get it back to where it was, you can punch in again. Does that seem fair?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Really fair. I’m…I’m sorry.”

      She moved closer to him and lowered her voice. “Seth, do you like it here?”

      “Yeah. I do. A lot.”

      “You don’t act like it,” she said.

      “I’m just…” he looked away. “It’s not the job. It’s…other stuff.”

      “Well, that ‘other stuff’ is affecting your job, and it’s not okay. If you don’t shape up, you’re going to be looking for other work. Do you hear me?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”

      “Look, you’re a good kid. I like you, and I trust you. But…I think you’ve got some…issues. Get some help with them, okay?”

      “With what money?” Seth asked, but was instantly sorry.

      “What was that?” Marian asked, scowling.

      “I…most of my paycheck goes for rent. I live on top-ramen. I can’t afford health insurance. What kind of help am I supposed to get, and how am I supposed to pay for it?” Seth’s voice was shaking, but somehow he gained the courage to hold her gaze. “If I get one bill I don’t expect…I’m toast. I…feel like I’m in a well, and I can’t find any handholds, and I don’t know how to get out. ”

      “I remember that feeling,” she said. “It’s called ‘being in your 20s.’ It’ll pass.”

      Seth didn’t know how that was supposed to help. Marian put a hand on his arm. “Look, Seth. I don’t have all the answers. I don’t have a magic wand. You need some…psychological help. I don’t know how you’re supposed to pay for it. Some things you just need to figure out on your own. I’m just saying, you need to deal with it, because I can’t have this—” She pointed at the bookcase. “I can’t have stuff like this happening.”

      He nodded.

      “Now go punch out and get to work.”
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        * * *

      

      The cashier at the supermarket was moving as slow as humanly possible. Seth had put his items on the conveyer belt, but it wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. He turned and looked at the rack of candy on the other side. A line about six deep was behind him.

      His eyes were drawn to a new flavor of mint. He liked the brand, but hadn’t tried this new iteration. One of the packs was askew. He reached out and straightened it. Then his finger wavered above the pack. He had touched it, and something in his brain told him that he must now touch all of them, or the “just right” feeling wouldn’t happen. And it was so, so important that it happen, that he not leave the store with the unfinished feeling. He hated that feeling. Swallowing, he tapped at all the packs, one-by-one, focusing all his attention so that he would remember. Auto-pilot was the enemy, because if he zoned out, he knew he’d have to do it all again.

      He paused, finger still poised above the box holding the packs of mints. He reached out for the “just right” feeling. It didn’t come. He tapped at the packs again, faster this time, a grim look of desperation spreading out over his face. When he’d tapped all the packs again, the packs in the adjacent box began to exert a gravitational pull on his finger. It was as if they were saying, Me too! We need to be tapped, too!

      He tried to break the spell by stamping his right foot twice outside of the linoleum square he was standing it. He knew it must have looked like an awkward dance move to the people behind him, but he told himself he didn’t care. He tried not to look at the mints, but he couldn’t stop. The packs pulled at him.

      On the verge of hyperventilating, he turned and deliberately tapped all the packs in the adjacent box. He paused and waited for the “just right” feeling. It came. He almost wept with relief.

      Then the box on the other side began to exert its influence. His fingers shook as he raised his hand toward it. To his great surprise, the customer behind him stepped up to him, put her hand on his, and lowered it to his side. Grabbing his shoulders, she turned him to face her. They were about the same height, but she was older. She had black hair, about shoulder-length. He thought she was pretty—very pretty, for an older person. When she spoke, her voice was soft but resolute.

      “You don’t need to do that,” she said.

      “Yes, I⁠—”

      “No, you don’t. You don’t actually have to touch each pack of mints. There’s a voice in your head saying you do, but that voice is a liar.” She pointed to the cashier. “You’re up. But when you’re done, wait for me, please. We should talk.”

      He blinked and faced the cashier. He barely registered her voice as she told him the total, and hardly noticed paying. A few moments later, the woman behind him clutched her own bag to her breast and stepped up to him. “Come outside,” she said.

      He felt off guard, so he simply followed her through the automatic doors. It was cloudy outside and looked like it might rain. But this was San Jose, so probably not. It would threaten, but it was not likely to make good on the threat.

      The woman sat on a bench, and patted the place beside her. As he sat, she put her grocery bag on the cement at her feet. “You have OCD,” she said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you seeing anyone about that?” she asked.

      “No,” he said.

      “How is that working out for you?”

      He looked at his feet.

      “Do you self-medicate?”

      “Yes.”

      “Alcohol?”

      “Weed, mostly.”

      She nodded. “And I’m guessing it helps some, when you’re high enough.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But you can’t always be high.”

      “No.”

      “Is it causing problems at work?”

      That was too close to home. “How did you know?” he snapped.

      She shrugged. “Because it always causes problems at work. It’s not like I’m a fortune-teller or anything.”

      “Oh.”

      She softened and offered him her hand. “I’m Sherry.”

      “Seth.”

      “What do you do, Seth?”

      “I work at a bookstore.”

      She nodded. “I’m a clinical psychiatrist. Do you know what that is?”

      “You’re a therapist.”

      “Yes, but I’m also a medical doctor. I treat people with problems like yours, both with therapy and with medication.”

      He nodded. “You think I need that?”

      “Do you?”

      He swallowed. “How does it work?”

      “Well, if I had a patient with OCD as bad as yours, I’d first try to stabilize him through medication—to get the anxiety level down. He wouldn’t have to stop smoking pot, but he wouldn’t need to smoke as much or as often. Then we’d start exploring where the anxiety comes from. The OCD is a coping mechanism, a way of asserting order in a world that feels⁠—”

      “Chaotic,” he finished.

      “Yes. I’m guessing you know that feeling well.”

      “I feel like I’m grasping at threads, just trying to keep everything from unraveling.”

      She nodded. “I can help you do that.”

      “I don’t have health insurance,” he said. “And I can barely make my rent. There’s no way…”

      They sat in silence together, looking at the darkening clouds. “You know,” Sherry said, “when I first started my practice, I committed myself to always having one pro-bono client. My latest pro-bono client just ended our work together.”

      “Did he not…didn’t it work?”

      She smiled, a little sadly. “She…moved away.”

      “Oh.”

      Sherry tore a bit of her bag away and pulled a pen from her slacks. She wrote an address on it and handed it to Seth. “This is my office. Do you work tomorrow?”

      “No.”

      “See me at 3pm?”

      She waited. He looked at the brown paper scrap. Then he looked at her. “For real?”

      She smiled more broadly this time, and touched his arm gently. “For real.”

      “Okay,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The world isn’t ending,” Seth said out loud, but he didn’t believe it. Visions of fire flooded his brain—of his apartment catching fire, of Kush howling as he was consumed in flame, of the entire building collapsing into smoking rubble. Seth started to sweat and felt his heartbeat racing. He clutched the edge of the kitchen counter as a wave of vertigo threatened to topple him. His knuckles were white with effort when he regained his balance.

      Kush whined from his place on the couch. He knew the pattern. He knew Seth was about to leave, and he didn’t like it one bit. Seth stepped away from the stove and turned in quick circles—one, two, three. Then he stamped his foot outside the circle to break the spell. He closed his eyes and willed himself to relax.

      “Okay, start again,” he said out loud. “Just check the damn stove, and then walk away.”

      He opened his eyes and looked at the first knob—it was pointing straight upward. “Check,” he said out loud. He went on to the second knob. “Check.” The third. “Check.” Then another thought crossed his mind—he was late, and Becky would be wondering where he was. He got to the fourth knob and stopped. He’d fucked it up. He’d gotten distracted and would have to start all over again. He took several deep breaths, then looked at the first knob again. “Check.” The second knob. “Check.” The third knob. “Check.” The fourth knob. “Check.”

      Slowly he backed away from the stove. He pulled out his cell phone and snapped a picture of the knobs so he could check later. There were thousands and thousands of pictures on his phone—most of them of his stove.

      He breathed a great sigh of relief and turned toward the door. Then the doorbell rang. Kush leaped from the couch and began to bark. “Shit!” Seth shouted out loud. The sequence had been interrupted. He would need to start all over again. “Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!”

      He flung open the door. “What???!!!”

      It was Becky. Her blonde hair looked slightly damp and she was wearing a potato sack dress that made her look heavier than she actually was. Her green eyes were wide, and she looked stricken. Kush rushed out to greet her, tail flapping madly.

      Seth’s shoulders deflated. “Beck, I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was you. I was…I’ve been trying to get out of the house for a half hour.”

      “You’re late,” she said, reaching down to pat the dog.

      “Yeah.”

      “We missed the start of the movie,” she said.

      Seth looked at the clock on the wall. That wasn’t exactly true—it was five ’til four, but by the time they got to the theater, it would be true. “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      She put a hand on his arm and squeezed it. “Are you having a bad OCD day?”

      “I wasn’t…until I tried to leave,” he confessed. “I think it’s getting worse.”

      She pushed past him into the apartment, and he closed the door behind her. “Do you still want to do something?” she asked.

      “Yeah, yeah. Let’s…”

      “We could stay here and get…intimate,” Becky said, rubbing her index finger against his forearm.

      Seth’s eyes widened, looking for all the world like someone who just realized he was standing on stage buck naked. “Uh…why don’t we go out?”

      Becky sighed. “Okay, well…why don’t we go pick up some stuff for a picnic and take a walk in the park? We can bring Kush. That always helps you.”

      “Which park?” Seth asked.

      “I don’t know. How about Happy Hollow?”

      Seth nodded. “Okay.” He looked back at the stove. “Uh…I’ve got to…you know…”

      “I tell you what,” Becky said. “Grab your jacket and Kush’s leash and you two go stand out there in the hall. I’ll check the stove and then join you. Then you can lock up and we can go.”

      “Okay, but first you have to check all the lights, too—in the whole house.”

      “Didn’t you do that already?”

      “Yeah, but…I might have fallen into a fugue state.”

      “A fugue state,” Becky said, as if the notion was ridiculous.

      “You never know,” Seth shrugged. Then he shrank. “I’m fucking nuts, aren’t I?”

      “I think you have an illness,” Becky said, her eyes softening. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t a good person. I mean, Kush obviously loves you. He’s a pretty good judge of character.”

      Seth flashed her an attempt at a smile, only partially successful. “Uh…and when you’re done with the lights, you have to do all the candles.” He grabbed Kush’s leash from its hook near the refrigerator. The dog began to dance in excited circles.

      “What does that mean, ‘do the candles,’?” she asked.

      “It means, check to make sure they’re out.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “All of them,” he said.

      “How many are there?” she asked, looking around.

      Seth knelt and tried to fix the leash to Kush’s collar. The dog wasn’t making it any easier by prancing about. “One in the bedroom, two in the bathroom, two in the living room, and one in the kitchen.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “And you can’t just look at them, you have to touch the wicks with your finger.”

      “Why?”

      “To make sure they’re out.”

      “But…if they weren’t out, they’d give off light. If they’re not giving off light, they’re out.”

      “But it’s daytime, and you might not see the flame.”

      “Just to clarify, you’ve already done this, before I got here, right?”

      “Four times,” he said. “It has to be an even number.” He stood up and took a deep breath. It helped a little.

      “Oh, Jesus,” Becky said. “Does that mean I need to do it twice? To get an even number?”

      “No, no! Prime numbers are okay. So if you do it nine times, then you’ll need to do it again.”

      “Oh, honey,” she reached up and stroked his cheek. “Okay, out into the hall you go, both of you.”

      He nodded and opened the door. Kush raced out, rearing up in his excitement once he was in the hall.  Becky waggled her fingers at him and closed the door. Seth wondered why she had closed it, but then realized it was probably because she didn’t want him to watch her work. Kush sat and looked up at him with excited expectation. Seth began to bite a fingernail. He finished trimming it, and then bit off part of his hyponychium—the skin just to the side of the nail, at its very end. Then he bit off the other side, just to even them out. Then he chewed them slowly, feeling a momentary relief from his anxiety. Then he spat them onto his finger and wiped them on his jeans. It wouldn’t do to swallow them, as that would be auto-cannibalism. That would be bad.

      The door swung open again, and Becky appeared, causing Kush to leap about all over again. She closed the door behind her with a firm tug. “Okay,” she said, “lock it up and let’s go.”

      Seth handed her the leash, fitted the key in the door, and locked it. Then he locked the deadbolt. Then he rattled the doorknob, checking to make sure it was locked. He rattled it once, twice, three times, four times. But he’d had a stray thought, so he had to do it again. His left foot shot out to touch a place on the patterned floor that would reset the sequence, and he rattled the door again. Once, twice, three times, four times⁠—

      The neighbor’s door flew open and Mrs. Tye’s red, bloated, angry face appeared. “For fuck’s sake, Seth, knock it off!”

      Seth nodded and stared at the knob helplessly. He felt frozen.

      “Jesus Christ,” Mrs. Tye said, going back inside her own apartment and slamming the door.

      “I’ll check it,” Becky said.

      “Yes, but you gotta⁠—”

      “Do you trust me, Seth?”

      “Uh…yes?”

      “So trust me. I do this all the time, you know, every time I leave the house. Nothing bad has ever happened.”

      “Okay.”

      She tested the doorknob and nodded. “Locked. All good. Shall we go?”

      “Okay.”

      She reached up and touched his cheek. “Seth, I like you. You know that, right?”

      “I…I guess.”

      “You need to get some help.”

      They started to walk down the hall, toward the stairs. Kush pulled on the leash, wanting them to go faster.

      “I met a therapist today,” Seth said. “She said she could help me. And she’d see me for free.”

      Becky stopped and faced him again. “Are you going to do it?”

      “I wasn’t planning on it.”

      “Promise me you’ll go.” Becky’s eyes searched his own. He wanted to ignore her sincerity, her pleading, but found he could not.

      “I promise,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Seth looked up from his coffee to see Angie stumble into the kitchen, her eyes squinting to fend off the morning glare. “You slept in my bed,” he said.

      “Hunh?” Angie bleared.

      “Becky and I went for a picnic, and then we went for dinner, and then we…went back to her place for a while⁠—”

      “Did you get any?” Angie yawned.

      Seth ignored her. “And then when I got home, you were asleep in my bed. And then, when I woke up, you were sleeping with my dog.”

      “That’s not my fault. The guy has a will of his own—don’t you?” She reached down and ruffled Kush’s golden ears.

      “Coffee’s made,” Seth informed her.

      She grunted, grabbed a mug, and slammed the cupboard door. “Sorry,” she mumbled. She poured a cup from the coffeemaker’s carafe and stumbled over to the table. Seth pushed a chair out with his foot.

      “Sit, before you fall,” he said.

      “Bleh,” she said. “Mornings. I hate mornings almost as much as I hate Republicans.”

      “Fifteen of these and you’ll be right as rain.” He held his cup up again.

      “Fix me up with an IV. Drinking is too much work.”

      “You slept in my bed,” he repeated. “Why did you sleep in my bed?”

      Kush curled up under the table and tucked his nose under his tail.

      “The couch hurt my back,” she said.

      “Aren’t you the delicate little flower?” he said.

      “Fuck you and the duck you rode in on.”

      “See? You’re waking up.”

      “I changed your sheets.”

      “And then you slept on them.”

      “They smelled like yak sweat.”

      “How would you know how yak sweat smells?”

      “It smells exactly like your sheets.” She blew on her coffee and took a tentative sip. Her eyebrows lifted. “That’s not bad. So there is something you’re good at.”

      “Fuck you and the capybara you rode in on,” he said.

      “Capybara. Good one.” She sniffed. “I feel like the epidemic caught up to me.”

      “Yeah, well, you look like death.”

      “It’s good when your inner and outer realities are congruent that way, I guess.”

      “You slept in my bed.”

      “I left your pillow and some blankets out on the couch.”

      “Very kind.” He narrowed one eye at her. For several moments they sat in silence, each sipping from their mugs. “So…did you sleep okay?”

      She shrugged, avoiding his eyes.

      “How did it go with Sara?” he asked.

      She rocked back and forth a bit. Finally, she said, “It was horrible.”

      “What happened?”

      “Well, first of all, when I got home, she was really busy on some design project, and was annoyed that I wanted her attention. So…it didn’t start out great. But when I finally got her to sit down and talk to me, she crossed her arms and got really quiet. I told her how I felt, and I could tell she was getting angry.”

      “She has a temper,” Seth noted.

      Angie nodded, a faraway look in her eye. “Then she started screaming at me. Then she started throwing pans.”

      “Throwing pans?” Seth asked. “As in pots-and-pans?”

      Angie brushed her hair up and away from her forehead to reveal an angry goose-egg.

      “Oh. Ouch,” Seth said, grimacing.

      “Uh. Yeah. I just left. I just…raced for the door and left. No packing, no clothes, no keepsakes, just my car keys and the clothes I was wearing.”

      “Thus the fact that you’re wearing my t-shirt.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “No worries.” He took another sip. “I’m sorry, Ange.” She nodded, and her face contorted and he could tell she was struggling. “Cry,” he said. “It’s okay.” She looked at her coffee and nodded. A tear slid down her nose. “When I told my parents I couldn’t be part of their abusive religion anymore, they told me to get out of their house. And where did I go?”

      She sniffed. “To my apartment.”

      “For, like, six months. You make yourself at home here,” he said. “We’re family. I got you.”

      She buried her head in her hands and her shoulders shook. He rose and, leaning over, put his arms around her, resting his cheek on the top of her head. Kush rose and wound his way around Seth’s feet, whining. When Angie stopped sobbing, Seth kissed the top of her head and left the room, with Kush trailing after. A moment later they returned, and Seth held up a toilet paper roll. He set it down on the table in front of her and resumed his seat. She tore off a wad and blew her nose. Kush lay down again, this time where he could see them both.

      “Thanks,” Angie said.

      Seth cleared his throat. “I do want to point out that when I crashed at your place, I slept on the couch.”

      She tried not to laugh, and it came out as something in between a chuckle and a sob. “So how was your date with Miss Chubby?”

      “Stop that. She’s not chubby.”

      “Tomato, Tom-ah-to.”

      Seth gave up. “Uh…it was okay.” He considered telling her about his panic attack, but decided he didn’t really want to hear her opinions on the subject. “It…got off to a rough start. But once we were out and about, it was nice.”

      “Nice?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. Nice.”

      “Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘damning with faint praise’?”

      He frowned. “It…sounds familiar.”

      “Not ‘it was fantastic,’ or even, ‘We had such a good time.’ Just ‘nice’?”

      “What’s your point?” Seth asked.

      Angie waved the question away. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to drag it out.”

      “Why are you being such a bitch?” Seth asked.

      “Because I have not yet finished my first cup of coffee.” Angie took a sip. “What time do you have to be at work?”

      “Nine-for-ten,” Seth answered.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means nine o’clock for a ten o’clock opening.”

      “Is that bookstore-speak?” Angie asked.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “Uh…ten-for-ten,” she said. “That’s cannabis dispensary-speak.”

      “Thanks for the translation.”

      “How is it going there?” Seth asked.

      “I love it,” Angie said. “It’s the one thing in my life right now that isn’t absolutely crap. And the free samples are a bonus.”

      “Bring some of those home, will you?”

      “Have I ever bogarted my stash?”

      He smiled. “Never.”

      She fist-bumped him. “Do you know what I wish?”

      “What?” he asked.

      “I wish we could both quit our jobs, move to Humboldt County, and grow weed…you know, like professionally.”

      “You can’t keep a houseplant alive,” Seth pointed out.

      “Touché,” she said, then lowered her voice. “Asshole.”

      “What?”

      “You just shit all over my dream,” she said.

      “I wouldn’t if your dream didn’t integrally involve something you suck at.”

      “I know weed,” she said.

      “You don’t know a pistil from a stamen.”

      “If you think dirty-plant-talk is going to make me hot, you’re sadly mistaken.”

      He laughed.

      “What about you, then, smart guy?” she asked. “What’s your dream?”

      Seth’s smile faded. He looked out the window. “I…I’d sure like to not be scared all the time.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* The Gospel of Truth: Nag Hammadi Codex I, translated by Mark M. Mattison, published in The Gospel of Truth: The Mystical Gospel (2018).
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          THE ANSWERBOT THAT GOES DOWN SMOOTH

        

      

    

    
      WHAT IS THE CODEX PANDEMIC?

      The Codex Pandemic, also known as the Indonesian flu, is an ongoing medical emergency caused by coronavirus disease 2033 (CODEX-33). This virus was first documented near the city of Jayapura, Indonesia, at the tourist resort Perdamaian. Patient zero is widely considered to be Otto Skeil, a German national on vacation. CODEX-33 turned out to be significantly more transmissible than previous coronaviruses. Although Perdamaian was immediately quarantined by the World Health Organization, the virus quickly spread throughout the world. Within one year, more than a billion people had died from the disease, making it the deadliest viral disease in human history. The virus has evaded containment for thirty years, and remains a significant threat.

      CODEX-33 symptoms range from mild cold-like effects to fatal respiratory failure. Most common symptoms include fever, fatigue, and respiratory conditions similar to pneumonia. Most deaths result from pulmonary edema. Transmission usually occurs through airborne droplets passed from one infected individual to another.

      CODEX-33 vaccines were developed within a year of the outbreak, but the virus proved to be unusually mutagenic, and updates invariably came too late to contain new outbreaks.

      Retroviral drugs such as ANTICODE can ease symptoms and reduce mortality. Early public health measures included enforced masking, lockdowns, contact tracing, and travel restrictions. Later measures included the cessation of all international travel, and many countries closed their borders.
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        This ignorance of the father

        brought about terror and fear.

        And terror became dense like a fog,

        so no one was able to see.

        Because of this, error became strong…

        for they were as nothing,

        this terror and this forgetfulness

        and this figure of falsehood,

        whereas established truth is unchanging,

        unperturbed, and completely beautiful.

        For this reason, do not take error too seriously.

        —Gospel of Truth⁠*

      

      

      

      “You’re late.” Dr. Sherry Teasdale stood in her office doorway. She didn’t look angry. She looked concerned.

      “It was…hard to get out of the house,” Seth confessed. He wasn’t that late. He stood and put aside the magazine he had been thumbing through.

      “Let me guess—the stove?”

      His eyes widened. “How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess,” she said. “Come in.”

      “Uh…okay.” He headed for the door. She held it wide for him and shut it after him.

      “Don’t be nervous. Have you never done therapy before?”

      “Sure, when I lived with my parents. But…it never worked.”

      “How hard did you work it?” she asked. When he didn’t answer, she waved toward a sage-colored loveseat. “Please sit down. Can I get you a cup of tea?”

      “Oh. Uh…sure.”

      “With caffeine or without?” she asked.

      “Either is fine,” he said.

      A few moments later, she placed a cup on a coaster near him. It rested on a small teak coffee table. Picking up the cup, he blew on it and looked around. The room was bright and cheery. It was professional, but not clinical. Colorful, tasteful art adorned the walls. The faint scent of lavender hung in the air. Low bookshelves sported titles on psychotherapy and medical issues. He felt an urge to look at them, then a further urge to arrange them alphabetically.

      “You like books?” Dr. Teasdale asked.

      “Oh. Yeah. I work at a bookstore. I love them.”

      “What are your favorite books?”

      “I like fantasy. And history. And science. And science fiction.”

      She nodded and picked up a yellow legal pad. She clicked a pen and made a note on it. Then she looked up again.

      “But it sounds like your favorite is fantasy.”

      “Yeah, I guess so. It’s what I look at first.”

      “What do you like about fantasy?”

      “I guess I like the idea that there’s more to the world than it seems. I…I guess I want to believe that there’s magic in the world. And I like the good-versus-evil thing. In a lot of literature these days, it’s hard to tell who the good guys are. That’s almost never the case with fantasy.”

      Dr. Teasdale made some more notes. “Does that…moral clarity…make you feel safe?”

      Seth cocked his head. “I never thought about it like that. I guess it does. Huh.”

      “Fantasy has to be doing something for you, or it wouldn’t excite your imagination.”

      Seth nodded. It made sense.

      “Your world doesn’t feel very safe, does it, Seth?”

      He swallowed. “No.”

      “Why is that? Do you know?”

      “No.”

      “OCD is what we call a maladaptive protective mechanism. Do you know what I mean by that?”

      “I think so,” Seth said. “It means it’s something I do to protect myself, but it doesn’t really work very well.”

      Dr. Teasdale laughed. “That’s a pretty good description. I would say that it actually does work pretty well, but it has side effects that are very difficult to live with.”

      “Okay, that’s fair,” Seth admitted.

      “When did your OCD symptoms first start to appear?” she asked.

      “A couple years ago.”

      “Did something traumatic happen that triggered it?”

      “No, I just…it just got harder and harder to check the stove.”

      Dr. Teasdale scribbled on her pad. She looked up again. “So it was gradual?”

      “Yeah.”

      She nodded. “That’s normal.”

      “It is?”

      “Yes. Think of it this way—have you ever skied?”

      “No…”

      “But you’ve seen it?”

      “Sure.”

      “So when you ski through a valley, your skis make a groove. When you go through it again, your skis could make new grooves, but it will be easier for them to slide into the grooves that were there before. You do that enough times and it will be almost impossible to make a new groove—your skis will always fall into the same groove.”

      “Okay, I get that.”

      “Your thoughts are the same way. If you think a certain way, it’s easier to think that way the next time. And soon, it’s hard to think any other way. We create…grooves…in our brains.” She smiled and waited.

      Seth nodded slowly, his brow furrowing. “Is there any way to make it stop?”

      “Yes. Yes, there is. But it won’t be easy.” Seth looked up at her, his forehead clouded with worry. Before he could say anything, she continued. “But living with the OCD isn’t easy either, is it?”

      “No.”

      “No. This will feel scary, but it will help. I promise you.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      “Okay.”

      “You need to really work this. If you want to get better, if you want to stop suffering, you have to really put in the effort.”

      Seth nodded again. “So what do I have to do?”

      Dr. Teasdale smiled a confident smile. “We’re going to try a three-pronged approach. First, I’m going to give you a prescription.” She took out a pad and wrote on it. She tore it off and handed it to him. It was completely illegible. “This is for 100 milligrams of sertraline—also known as Zoloft. It’s an SSRI—a selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor. Don’t worry, it’s not expensive. I ordered you the generic—sertraline. It will be about the cost of a tube of toothpaste. It’s going to make sure more serotonin is available to your brain, and that will make you calmer—a lot calmer. It will make you feel a little bit weird at first, but you’ll adjust and then you won’t feel it at all—you just won’t be nearly as anxious. We’ll adjust the dosage as we go along until we hit the sweet spot. But you have to take it every day, and you can’t skip any days. Can you do that?”

      Seth pocketed the prescription. “Sure. Yeah, I can do that.”

      “The second prong will be talk therapy. We’re going to explore your past, we’re going to find out why your body decided it needed to protect you in this way. This will take time…and work. But it will help, because once you see the causes clearly, they won’t have as much power over you. They’ll be revealed for what they really are, and you’ll be able to break away from their influence.” She leaned in and lowered her voice, almost to a whisper. “Do you want to know a secret?”

      “Sure.”

      “What is going to help more than anything else is knowledge—knowledge of what hurt you, of the reality of your past situation and your present situation. Knowledge will be your salvation. But no one can just give you that knowledge. You must seek it for yourself.”

      “Like a quest?” Seth asked. “In a fantasy novel?”

      Dr. Teasdale smiled. “Very much like a quest. Think of me as your Gandalf, your guide in these strange new lands. We are going to find the treasure.”

      “What’s the treasure?” Seth asked.

      Dr. Teasdale looked concerned. “We were just talking about knowledge, remember? Knowledge is the treasure.”

      “Got it.”

      “The reason you are suffering is your brain thinks it is in a different situation than it actually is. But when you learn the truth, you will gain mastery over it.”

      “Like finding a magic sword,” Seth asked.

      “Exactly like that,” Dr. Teasdale said. “How does that sound?”

      “Exciting. And scary.”

      Dr. Teasdale closed her eyes and shook her head slowly. “It’s going to be fine. This,” she gestured around the room. “This is your safe space. Nothing can hurt you here. Not the past. Not anyone living. Not anyone dead.”

      “You sound so sure of that,” he said.

      “I am.”

      “What’s the third prong?” he asked, shifting in his seat.

      “Cognitive Behavioral Therapy,” she said. “We need to make your thoughts jump out of those grooves you’ve made. We’ll do this a little bit at a time. Tell me about how your OCD manifests itself—besides touching candy and checking the stove.”

      Seth described trying to leave the house the night before with Becky. Dr. Teasdale wrote on her legal pad the entire time. When he finished, she looked up at him and said, “Okay, here’s your homework assignment. No one else can do your checking for you anymore. Only you. Okay?”

      “Oh. Okay. Is that it?”

      “No. We’re going to work on candles first. You can check all the candles, but only once. And you can only look at them—no touching the wicks. Promise?”

      “I don’t know if I can do that.”

      “But that’s why you’re here. I told you it wasn’t going to be easy. This is the first step to getting your skis out of the old groove. The sertraline will help with this, but it will be a couple of weeks before it really kicks in. In the meantime, we’re going to jump-start the process this way. Okay?”

      Seth didn’t look too sure.

      Dr. Teasdale softened. “Listen, Seth, the voices in your head that are telling you that your house is going to burn down, or that sudden doom is coming upon you…those voices are not telling you the truth. You can’t trust them. You need to stop believing them. You need to choose…a different reality. Can you do that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well. Why don’t you give it a try, and let’s see?”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t know how I let you talk me into these things,” Angie said.

      Seth counted the blocks as the bus neared an all-too-familiar stop. “Thanks for coming with me.”

      “Your mom hates me.”

      Seth nodded. “Yeah. She does.”

      “It’s mutual, you know.”

      Seth smiled. “I’m hoping that if she’s targeting you, she might not score so many hits on me.”

      “I figured as much.”

      The bus groaned to a stop and with the tiny, explosive sounds of jetting air, the doors opened. Seth stepped down and turned to wait for Angie. She followed and for several minutes they strolled along the sidewalk in silence. When his childhood home came into view, Seth stopped.

      “What? What’s wrong?” Angie asked.

      Seth swallowed. “I don’t want to go.”

      “It’s just your mom. How bad can it be? Somewhere, under all that glowering fundamentalism, she still loves you.”

      Seth dug his hands deeper into his pockets and said, “It’s like there’s this storm cloud perpetually hanging over that house. I feel like the front door is a portal to another world, a world ruled over by a dark, angry god who hates my guts. When I step through that doorway, I step into his domain. I feel like there are evil angels circling above me all the time, just waiting to pounce on me and devour my soul.”

      Angie put a hand on his arm. “Dude, that’s intense.”

      Seth smiled sadly. “It is what it is.”

      “We don’t have to go,” Angie said.

      Seth didn’t answer. He just stared at the house.

      “We can go right back to the bus stop,” Angie continued. “We can go to the mall, get dinner at Dave & Buster’s, play some video games. I’ll even pay.”

      “That sounds…infinitely better.”

      “So let’s go.”

      Seth didn’t move. “No. Mom’s expecting us…me.”

      “Your mother doesn’t know I’m coming?”

      Seth winced. “She will soon.”

      “Oy.” She tugged on his sleeve. “Let’s get this over with, you fucking masochist.”

      Seth took a tottering step toward the house, then another. “I wish my dad wasn’t dead.”

      “Was he not as bad as your mom?”

      “No, he was great. I mean, he was still a fundamentalist, but…he didn’t hit you over the head with it every time you saw him, you know? He let me know he loved me, no matter how bad I was screwing up.”

      “Well, then I’m sorry he’s gone, too.”

      Then they were at the porch. Seth sighed and mounted the two steps. He paused by the aqua-colored door. Then he knocked. He waited and heard rustling within. A few seconds later, the door snatched open.

      “Seth, you’re late. You said you’d be here⁠—”

      “Hi, Mrs. St. John,” Angie interrupted.

      Mrs. St. John glared at Angie. “Oh. You.” She looked back at her son. “You didn’t tell me she was coming. Is that mangy mutt with you, too?”

      “No, just this mangy mutt,” Angie said. “I’m here for moral support. He hired me through rent-a-witch.”

      Mrs. St. John ignored that. Instead, she frowned. “This means I’ll have to cook something else, because I didn’t make enough for three.”

      “I’m not very hungry,” Angie said.

      “Neither am I,” Seth added.

      “Oh, great,” Mrs. St. John moaned. “I invite you to dinner and you—what? Spoiled your appetite on the way over here?”

      “No, I just—” Seth stopped. What could he say? No, my stomach is tied up in knots because I’m entering the Dark Domain? “What’s for dinner?”

      “Meat loaf, with green beans and cornbread.” Mrs. St. John actually smiled.

      “Canned green beans?” Angie asked.

      Mrs. St. John narrowed her eyes at her. “What other kind is there?” she asked. “But now I’ll need to open a can of pork-n-beans. That’s all right.” She pushed the screen door open. “Come in, then.” There seemed to be an unspoken, if you must, at the end of her sentence.

      “Nothing like a warm welcome,” Angie whispered to Seth just before he stepped into the house.

      In his mind’s eye, he saw the angel of death hovering an inch below the ceiling. It fixed itself above the crown of his head, and stayed with him, moving when he moved, so as to stay out of his peripheral vision. He looked up at the ceiling, and saw only the dingy once-white popcorn treatment that clutched onto every speck of dust just to mock you with it. But it didn’t fool him. As soon as he looked away, he sensed the dark angel again.

      Entering the kitchen, he saw several drops of wetness on the floor. One part of his mind reasoned that his mother had splashed some water when rinsing a dish. But another part of his mind knew its true origin—it had dripped from the salivating fangs of Jehovah.

      His mother was a slight woman, shorter than Seth, with thin, birdlike bones that threatened to collapse in on themselves. Her hair was auburn, but streaked with gray. She wore it on the short side nowadays, which was a change from the big-hair pileups she favored in his childhood. Her face was pinched into a perpetual grimace, as if she inwardly held the entire world at arm’s length like a rotten fish.

      “What have you been eating? You look terrible,” she said.

      “Top ramen, mostly.”

      “Chinese food isn’t good for anyone. Just look at Chinese people.”

      “I think ramen is Japanese.”

      “Don’t sass me, young man.”

      Seth sighed. “Can I help with dinner?”

      “You never lifted a finger to help me the whole time you were growing up, why should you start now?”

      “Just trying to be nice,” Seth said, looking at his feet.

      Mrs. St. John went to the cupboard, grabbed a can of pork-n-beans, and slammed it down onto the counter much harder than she needed to. She yanked open a drawer and pulled out a can opener. Focused on her work, she opened the can, then grabbed a bowl from the cupboard. She emptied the can into it and slid it into the microwave.

      Seth looked at Angie, who shook her head. Seth motioned to a seat at the table, and she sat.

      Mrs. St. John looked up at Angie while she waited for the microwave. “And what have you been up to?”

      “Oh, casting spells with my witch friends and trying to get laid.”

      Seth felt his stomach fall so far and fast that it bruised his testicles. Mrs. St. John’s lips puckered as if she had been sucking on alum. She whirled toward Seth. “You’re not sleeping with her, are you?”

      “With him?” Angie laughed. “Puh-leeeze. I don’t fuck anything with a penis.”

      “You will watch your mouth in this house, young lady.” Mrs. St. John pointed at her with a tablespoon. “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”

      “Yez’m,” Angie said, a wicked grin spreading across her face.

      “Angie, don’t provoke her, please,” Seth asked.

      “All right. I promise to be good so Jesus will love me.”

      “God will not be mocked,” Mrs. St. John proclaimed, just as the microwave dinged.

      “And yet, he is,” Angie said.

      “Angie, please,” Seth begged.

      Without another word, Mrs. St. John began to set the table. She put out the plates, napkins, and forks. Then she placed the meatloaf on a hot pad and put a bowl of canned green beans next to it. She took a half-eaten pan of cornbread from the refrigerator and set it on the table with the plastic wrap still clinging to it. Then she set the bowl of pork-n-beans down with a flourish. “Have a seat, Seth,” she ordered, as Angie was already sitting.

      Seth did. The meatloaf looked delicious, but the sour, musty smell of the canned green beans made his stomach turn.

      “Seth, would you thank the Father for our meal?”

      Seth froze. He felt the dark angel roiling just above him, just out of sight. He might have even heard him laugh. He looked at his plate and said, “I’d…rather not.”

      “What is your problem?” his mother asked.

      “Maybe he doesn’t believe in God,” Angie said.

      “Don’t talk nonsense,” Mrs. St. John snapped. “Seth, why don’t you want to offer our grace?”

      “I just…don’t.”

      Mrs. St. John rolled her eyes and sighed. “Bow your heads, then. I’ll do it. Heavenly Father, we give you thanks for this meal. Bless it to the nourishment of our bodies, in the name of Jesus. Amen.”

      Seth realized that every muscle in his body was tense. He willed himself to relax. He shuddered.

      “What was that? Are you cold?” his mother asked.

      “No. I just…it was nothing.”

      “I can get you one of your dad’s old sweaters.”

      “No, that’s all right.”

      Mrs. St. John stood and reached for Seth’s plate. She cut the meat loaf and put it on his plate. Then she picked up her knife and cut it into one-inch squares. Then she handed it back to him. He closed his eyes and tried to soothe himself. She reached for Angie’s plate then, and dropped a slab of meatloaf onto it, then handed it back. Then she served herself. “It’s your birthday next week, Seth. Would you like to have a special dinner?”

      Seth looked at Angie. Angie gave him a look that said, I’d sooner die. “I, uh…I have plans already,” he managed.

      “Oh.” Seth could hear the disappointment in his mother’s voice. “Well, you’re young and selfish. It’s the way of the world.”

      Angie rolled her eyes and kicked Seth under the table. It was as if she was trying to break his mother’s spell, to interrupt the negativity signal. He felt reassured by it. He kicked her back.

      “Ouch,” Angie said.

      “What? What did I say?” Mrs. St. John asked her.

      Angie gave her a look that Seth interpreted as, You know very well what you said, you odiferous hedge-weasel. Seth kicked her again. “Ouch,” Angie said again. She looked at Mrs. St. John. “Mom, Seth’s kicking me.”

      Mrs. St. John looked confused. For a long moment no one said anything. Then Mrs. St. John passed the green beans to Angie, and asked, “Seth, I haven’t seen you at church in a long while. I assume you are going to a different church, then. Where are you in fellowship now?”

      “I’m…not going to church right now.”

      His mother stopped and glared at him. “‘Forsake not the assembly of yourselves together.’ I’m very disappointed in you.”

      “I know.”

      “Why…why aren’t you going to church?”

      A part of him wanted to say, I’m in recovery from church, but he knew she wouldn’t understand that. Other possible answers flooded his brain: Because the God you worship is a demon. Because if I hear about hell one more time, I’m going to completely lose my shit. Because I think most of what your church teaches is outright nonsense, and dangerous, and destructive, and…so very, very hurtful. But he didn’t say any of those. Instead, he said, “I’m trying to figure out what I believe right now.”

      “‘Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it,’” Mrs. St. John quoted.⁠* “We raised you right, in a loving, God-fearing home. You know what’s right. You just have a rebellious spirit.” She pointed with her fork at Angie. “And she doesn’t help you.”

      Angie opened her mouth, but Seth put his hand on her arm. She growled, but Seth didn’t know if it was loud enough for his mother to hear.

      “You know the difference between God’s perfect will and his permissive will. God will only give you so much leash in his permissive will.” Mrs. St. John narrowed one eye at Seth. “But one day he will reach the end of his patience, and then if you have not repented and returned to him, he will take your life.”

      “Jesus!” Angie protested.

      “Language!” Mrs. St. John snapped at her, her fury no longer bridled. She turned back to her son. “This is not news to you, Seth. You know what the Bible says. There was a time when you submitted your stubbornness and pride to it.”

      “Mom, I don’t want to fight. I just want to spend some time with you.”

      “‘But if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow the trumpet, and the people are not warned, and the sword comes and takes any person from among them, he is taken away in his iniquity; but his blood I will require at the watchman’s hand.’”

      “What the fuck does that even mean?” Angie asked, throwing her utensils onto her plate.

      “Young lady, if you cannot bridle that mouth of yours, I’m going to need to ask you to leave.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice,” Angie said, getting up.

      Seth looked at his plate. He swallowed. Then he pushed his chair back and stood.

      “Where are you going?” his mother asked.

      “Anywhere…that isn’t here,” he said. Angie reached for his hand, squeezed it, and led him to the door.
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        * * *

      

      Special Agent Keira Sloane tapped on her water glass with her fingernail in a rhythmic pattern.

      “Well, what do you say?” Gabe asked.

      She continued to tap, staring at nothing.

      Gabe passed a hand in front of her eyes. “Keira. Keira, have you heard a single thing I’ve been saying to you?”

      “Huh? Oh, sorry.” She waved him away. “I’m…work stuff.”

      He leaned back in his chair, his face melting into a mask of disappointment. For a moment, she wondered if he was about to cry. Instead, he looked at the napkin in his lap, then at the candle on the table. “Excuse me,” he said. Rising from his chair, he picked his way around the crowded restaurant until he caught up with their waiter. She frowned as she watched him gesticulating. The waiter nodded, then turned his attention back to another table. Then, moving much slower, Gabe made his way back to her.

      He sank into his seat with a sigh. He did not look at her.

      “What was that all about?” Keira asked.

      Gabe shook his head, his eyes on the tablecloth.

      “Don’t do this, Gabe. Don’t pout. It pisses me off.”

      He looked at her then, and there was a hardness in his eyes that was unusual for him. “You know what pisses me off?” he asked. She opened her mouth, but before she could answer, he pressed ahead. “What pisses me off is that I let myself believe, however briefly, that there was something more important to you than your job.”

      “Gabe, I am my job.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re so much more than that. You’re a daughter⁠—”

      “My parents are dead.”

      ”—you’re a sister⁠—”

      “I haven’t seen my brothers in ten years.”

      “—you’re a friend⁠—”

      “Name one!”

      “—you’re a lover.” He met her eyes and swallowed. She could tell that he was allowing himself to hope again.

      She sighed. Time to nip it in the bud, she thought. “Gabe, when was the last time we had sex?”

      He took a deep breath. “April 29th.”

      “Four months ago.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “Doesn’t that tell you something?”

      “It tells me that you work way, way too hard.”

      She opened her mouth again, but once more he beat her to it. “It tells me that you have no work-life balance. It tells me that I’m just not that important to you…that we’re not that important to you.”

      Looking down at his hands, he bobbed his head up and down a few times, as if gathering momentum for something. Then he stood. He threw his napkin on the empty plate. He stepped around the table and leaned down, planting a soft kiss on her cheek. “Seeya, special agent.” Then he turned and headed for the door.

      “Gabe!” she called after him, but not loudly enough to be heard over the din of the crowded restaurant.

      She stared after him for what might have been minutes or hours. Then she detected a presence at her elbow. “Madame, is everything all right?”

      “Everything is shit,” she said.

      “Oh, I am sorry, madame.”

      He turned to go, but she caught his elbow. “What did he…my friend…say to you?”

      The waiter looked surprised. “Did he not say? He cancelled his order for champagne—a Krug Grande Cuvée.”

      Keira’s eyes moved quickly back and forth. “Is that expensive?”

      The waiter shrugged. “There are more expensive champagnes, madame, but it is highly respected. It is about $200 for the bottle.”

      Keira made a face. “Why?”

      The waiter turned his head and looked at her sideways. “Does madame really not know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Apparently monsieur was going to ask you a very important question tonight. I assume it did not go well?”

      “No…” Keira’s voice trailed off.

      “Oh, I am sorry, madame. Please allow me to bring you a dessert as a small consolation.”

      Keira blinked. “No. No, that’s okay. Thank you.”

      The waiter bowed slightly and moved swiftly away.

      “Isn’t there something more important than your job?” Keira asked out loud.

      No one answered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seth shut the cash register and looked up again. He smiled. The next customer was an older woman wearing a skirt and hat straight out of the 1960s. “I’m looking for a biography of Golda Meir,” she said.

      “Do you know which one?” Seth asked.

      The woman looked confused.

      Seth softened. “We have three. Lioness by Francine Kagsbrun, Golda by Elinor Burkett, and her autobiography, which is just called My Life. They’re all grouped together on aisle 8, third shelf down, on the left.”

      “Oh. That’s very helpful. Which one do you recommend?”

      “I’m sorry, but I haven’t read them.”

      “Oh. All right. Well, thank you.” The woman turned and nervously wandered into the store, going in exactly the wrong direction.

      There weren’t any customers behind her, so Seth called out to her, “Here, ma’am, let me show you.” He jogged to her side and then slowed his pace, leading her to the shelf, and pointing at it. “Feel free to peruse. Just find the one that feels best to you.”

      “Oh, thank you, young man. You’ve been very helpful.”

      Seth smiled and walked back toward the register.

      “St. John!” Marian Rutherford shouted. Seth whirled to face his boss. “Yes?”

      “Let Travis handle the register. I want you to show Bella how to strip the returns.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “She’s finishing up her break.”

      “Will do.” Seth headed for the break room and poked his head in. Bella was sitting under a black cloud of adolescent petulance, frowning at her cell phone. “Hey,” Seth said. “When you’re done, I’m supposed to show you how to do returns.”

      She rolled her eyes and groaned.

      Seth went to the stock room and bode his time by straightening some boxes and breaking down others. In a few minutes, Bella appeared in the doorway, arms folded over her chest. Her black lace choker accentuated her glowering mascara. “What?”

      “We need to do returns for the month.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s when we can’t sell a book for some reason, or they’re damaged, or we just have too many of a title. The store gets a refund from the distributor.” Seth grabbed a box and set it on the table in the middle of the room. Then he lifted up another one. He opened the first box wide. “This is called a mass-market paperback⁠—”

      “I know what a fucking paperback is, you idiot.”

      “Hey,” Seth objected. “That’s not okay.”

      Bella rolled her eyes.

      Seth pulled a large paperback from the box. “Since you know everything already, what is this?”

      “It’s also a paperback.”

      “Yes, but what kind of paperback?”

      Bella shrugged.

      “I think you have an attitude problem,” Seth said.

      “I’m going to tell HR you said that,” Bella answered.

      Seth sighed and put both paperbacks in front of her. He pointed to the small one. “This is a mass-market paperback.” He pointed to the large one. “This is called a trade paperback. We treat them differently when it comes to returns.”

      Bella said nothing. Her arms stayed firmly hugging her chest.

      “So long as a trade paperback is in pristine shape, we send it back to the distributor. But if it’s damaged—” he pulled another trade paperback from the box and with dramatic flair ripped off its front cover.

      Bella’s eyes widened. She looked at Seth as if he’d stabbed a kitten. “It’s too expensive to ship damaged books. They’re just going to be pulped anyway. So we only send back the front cover.”

      He picked up a mass-market paperback. “These guys, it doesn’t matter if they’re damaged or not.” He ripped the cover from the book. “We only return the covers on all of them.”

      “That’s…horrible,” Bella pronounced.

      “You are what we in the biz call a biblio-sentimentalist.”

      “You just made that up.” Bella narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Why don’t you pull the covers off the mass-markets, and I’ll sort the trades?”

      “Okay.”

      “Try to have fun with it,” Seth said.

      “It feels evil.”

      “Relish the darkness,” Seth said. He wanted to add, Goth chick, but decided HR would have an ill opinion of that.

      For several minutes, they worked in silence, side by side. Bella was hesitant about ripping her first cover, but once she’d done it, she speeded up. After she’d done a short stack, she asked, “So what do we do with the paperbacks that don’t have any covers?”

      “We put them in the recycling bin.”

      “Do we have to?”

      Seth shrugged. “You can keep anything you want, so long as its cover is gone. I mean, that’s how I get all my books. I don’t have very many that have covers. We all do that.”

      “Do we have to ask someone?” Bella asked.

      “Nope. Just take any of these that you want. Just be careful not to rip the covers off something that isn’t marked for return, or you’ll be in deep shit.”

      “Okay. How would they know?”

      “Because the computer will say we have one when we don’t.”

      “But how would they know who took it?”

      Seth turned and looked at her. “Are you seriously asking how they will know if you steal a book?”

      It was her turn to shrug. “Just asking.”

      After several more minutes of silence, she asked. “So you only read books that are…returns?”

      “Mostly. I still buy books, sometimes. But, you know, money’s tight. Do you still live with your folks?”

      He watched her shrink at least an inch. “Yeah.”

      “Well, I have an apartment, and it costs more than half what I make. I can’t afford cable. I only have wi-fi because I steal it from my neighbor. I buy stale top ramen in bulk. So hell, free books? That’s entertainment, right there.”

      She stopped and gave Seth a look that he couldn’t quite identify. She had never looked at him with anything but bored disdain before, so he had a hard time reading her. At first it looked like pity, but then he thought her face might have held a glimmer of grudging respect. Before he could figure it out, she turned back to her task. She started to make a separate pile.

      “Those yours?” he asked.

      “Why not?”

      “No reason I can think of.”

      “Urban fantasy, huh?”

      “Something wrong with that?”

      “Not a bit. I like me a good streetwise vampire romance novel as much as the next guy.”

      She smirked, and it morphed into a shy smile.

      He noticed, but didn’t say anything more.

      “Do you ever get tired of it?” she asked.

      “Of what?”

      “Of being poor.”

      Seth felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “Oh, yeah. Every damn day.”

      “You think you’ll always be poor?”

      “I…I gotta make sure Travis is okay. Can you handle the rest of these yourself?”

      “Oh…sure.”

      In the hallway, Seth took a deep breath. Am I poor? he asked himself. The word felt like an ill-fitting garment. He decided that if there wasn’t some truth in the question, it wouldn’t have stung. But it wasn’t how he thought about himself.

      He headed for the front, away from the rain cloud that followed Bella around.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Seth staggered into the kitchen and started the coffee. He filled Kush’s bowl, but strangely, the sound of kibble hitting the metal bowl did not rouse the dog. He put the bowl on the floor and went to find him.

      He paused in the doorframe leading to the living room. Angie was still asleep, her mouth open and slightly drooling. Curled up against her tummy was his dog. Kush’s eyes met his own, but he didn’t move. “Comfy?” Seth asked. The lab’s yellow tail beat against Angie’s leg.

      Just then Seth caught a flash of white out of the corner of his eye. Under the door was a note. Frowning, he retrieved it and stood up again. Written on one side, in careful cursive, was “Seth.”

      He recognized his landlady’s writing. “Shit,” he said out loud. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. He unfolded the note and read it.

      I’ve changed my mind about the dog. He needs to go.

      Seth dropped the note and felt his knees weaken. He reached for the couch and sat on the armrest, his buttocks against Angie’s head. She stirred and sniffed. “Uh…” She coughed. “What…Seth?”

      He looked down at her just as she shifted as much as Kush would permit and looked up at him. “Hey…are you okay?”

      Tears welled in Seth’s eyes. He squatted and picked up the note again. He handed it to Angie.

      “Too…early….for…symbols,” Angie announced, but she took the note anyway. “Oh, shit.” She looked up at him again and reached for his arm. She squeezed it. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      Seth wasn’t trying to stop the tears now. His throat was swollen, and his face screwed up with emotion. “What am I going to do?”

      “There’s only one thing to do,” Angie said.

      Seth struggled to get a breath. He felt like his lungs were too small and he inhaled until they hurt, but he still couldn’t get a feeling of satisfaction. At the same time, his hyperventilation was making him dizzy. Angie noticed.

      “Pain in your chest again?”

      “No, can’t get a breath.”

      “Slow down, breath more shallowly. I know, I know, it’s counter-intuitive, but slow it down,” she instructed.

      Panic seized his brain, but he obeyed. Eventually, the panic subsided.

      “We need to find a new place to live,” Angie said.

      “I…I can’t,” Seth said. “It’s…I feel safe here. I can’t…”

      “Dude, it’s either that or you lose your dog. You don’t want that, do you?”

      “No. No, of course not.”

      “Maybe you can get him certified as an emotional support animal,” Angie suggested. “I mean, he is, you know.”

      “Yeah, but…he doesn’t know any commands,” Seth said. “There’s no way I could get him certified.”

      “It’s not going to help if you just shoot down my ideas,” Angie said with a note of exasperation.

      “Sorry. I’m sorry,” Seth said. “I just…” He knelt by Kush and buried his face in his fur. Kush raised his head and sniffed at Seth’s ear.

      “Well, look, you don’t have to do anything right this very moment,” Angie said. “You have some time to figure it out. But if you want my advice, you’ll start hitting the apartment lists.”

      Seth’s face was still planted in the dog’s side, breathing in the aromas of dirt, mown grass, sunshine, and comfort.

      “I hab therapy ooday,” Seth said into Kush’s side.

      “Wha…??” Angie asked. “Are you shitting me? Since when?”

      “Sin a foo day ago,” Seth said, his voice muffled.

      “That rocks, Sethie,” Angie said. “That’s the perfect place to process this.”

      “Yeah. I gueff,” Seth said. Then he began to sob.
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        * * *

      

      “How is it going?”

      Seth sighed and looked out the window. Dr. Teasdale waited patiently. Several minutes went by.

      “I got this note this morning,” Seth said. He passed the folded piece of paper to Dr. Teasdale.

      “Oh, no. Seth, you didn’t tell me you had a dog.”

      “His name is Kush. He’s…he’s a mutt, but he has a lot of yellow lab in him.”

      “And from the looks of you, you love him very much,” Dr. Teasdale said.

      Seth kept looking at the window, but it was blurry now. He nodded.

      “Oh, Seth. I’m so sorry. What are you going to do?”

      He shrugged. “I thought…maybe we could talk about that.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Where would you like to start?”

      Seth began to feel uncomfortable and kept shifting in his seat. “My body feels weird. I don’t think the drugs are working.”

      Dr. Teasdale gave him a compassionate look. “They take four weeks to fully kick in. It’s a long time to wait, I know. And the side effects will subside, too. I promise. Stick with it, okay?”

      Seth nodded. “Okay.”

      Dr. Teasdale waited. Finally, Seth said, “Angie says I should move.”

      “That sounds like a good option.”

      Seth nodded, but didn’t look convinced. “Do you know how hard it is to find a place I can afford in San Jose?”

      “Hard?”

      He nodded. “Plus…the idea of moving. I…It’s…I can’t⁠—”

      “It makes your anxiety go through the roof?” Dr. Teasdale guessed.

      Seth nodded, finally looking at her. “Help me,” he said.

      “I’m here, Seth,” she said, her face all compassion. “How are the behaviors going?”

      He shrugged. “Yesterday I left the house in 15 minutes⁠—”

      Dr. Teasdale grinned. “That’s half the time it normally takes. Give yourself credit for the win!”

      “I guess.” Seth smiled sadly. “I also didn’t touch the wicks on the candles. I just looked at them.”

      “That is another win.”

      “But today…after I got the note…”

      “Today was a shit show?” Dr. Teasdale asked.

      Seth almost laughed. “That’s…a good way to describe it.”

      “I’m sorry. But…it’s situational. Anyone would be thrown off their game by that. Take the win for yesterday.”

      Seth nodded, then looked out the window again and cleared his throat. “I visited my Mom a couple of days ago.”

      “Oh? And how did that go?”

      “It was a disaster. I shouldn’t have taken Angie with me.”

      “Angie is your friend, right?”

      “And roommate, now. She’s…brash.”

      “Ah. So I’m guessing that she breaks some family rules.”

      “You could say that,” Seth agreed. “It was hard to go into Mom’s house. I felt like her God was breathing down my neck. It was all I could do to hold it together.”

      “Was it too soon to go back there, do you think?”

      “Maybe.”

      Dr. Teasdale wrote on her notepad. Then she said, “Do you mind if we try something?”

      Seth shrugged. “Okay.”

      “Let’s explore something in your past that might have contributed to making the other night feel bigger than it actually was.”

      “Okay…” Seth didn’t look too sure.

      “Anxiety is about fear. So…can you tell me about a time in the past when you were really, really frightened?”

      Seth looked down at his hands.

      “Is it too scary?” she asked.

      “It’s not too scary,” he said.

      “Tell me about it. I promise you, once you do, it will feel like some of the pressure is off.”

      He looked at her then, his face uncertain. Then he looked at his hands again. “I was in high school. The youth group at our church had meetings every Friday night.”

      “What kind of things did you do?”

      “Ice cream socials. Caroling. Revival meetings. Sometimes bands came through—Christian bands.”

      “Did something happen at one of these meetings?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “The youth pastor told us it was going to be a big deal, so we should invite all our school friends. But he didn’t tell us what we were going to be doing. It was…like a big secret.”

      “Were you excited by that?”

      “Yeah, I guess. Everyone was. You know, who doesn’t love a secret?”

      Dr. Teasdale smiled. “So what did it turn out to be?”

      “My mom drove us in our van. My friend Kyle came with me. His family was Methodist, but they weren’t really church people. We were going up the long driveway to the church buildings, and some men dressed in black stopped the van. They had masks over their faces, and they were carrying guns. They had armbands on, too. I didn’t recognize the symbol on them.”

      “That…sounds scary right there.” Dr. Teasdale looked concerned.

      “One of them went to the driver’s side window and had a quiet word with my mom. Then another one of them opened the side door and ordered everyone out. Another man got in, he was shouting, ‘You got any bibles in there?’ We always had bibles in the car, and he started throwing them out the door onto the pavement. Then the second guy ordered us to start marching up to the main church buildings. He was holding his gun in a threatening way, but he wasn’t…you know, pointing it at us or anything. Just…brandishing it.”

      “Go on,” Dr. Teasdale breathed.

      “When we got up to the farmhouse next to the sanctuary⁠—”

      “Was that a parsonage?” Dr. Teasdale asked.

      “No. We used it for offices and the nursery, and some meeting rooms.” She nodded, and jotted some notes on her legal pad. Seth continued. “The power seemed to be out. There weren’t any lights on, anywhere. We were herded up the stairs to the large meeting room in the dark. Upstairs, there were candles lit. There were about thirty people there, sitting on folding chairs. They were singing—low, mournful gospel songs. ‘Were You There When They Crucified My Lord,’ that kind of thing. So I sat down and waited. More people kept trickling in. We just sat there in the dark and sang. Then about a half hour later, Brother Ted came up the stairs⁠—”

      “Who’s Brother Ted?”

      “He was our youth pastor. His father was our pastor.”

      “How old was Brother Ted at the time?”

      “About twenty-one.”

      “And he was your youth pastor?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he an ordained minister?”

      “Yes.”

      “Had he ever been to seminary?”

      “I don’t think so,” Seth said, frowning.

      “I see,” Dr. Teasdale said, writing on her legal pad. “Go on.”

      “Brother Ted looked rattled—I mean, really, really rattled. His fingers shook as he approached the lectern. He gripped it and looked at us for a long minute before he said, ‘Today, evil forces took over our country. Men in black uniforms arrived at our house and demanded to see my daddy. When he came to the door, they grabbed him and dragged him into the street. They forced him to his knees, and they hit him in the face. We watched from the house as the men leaned in and demanded that he renounce Jesus. He shook his head and said, “I will never renounce him!” They pointed their weapons at him and repeated their demand. My daddy began to sing, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” Then they shot him in the back of the head. He pitched forward onto the pavement. He twitched, and then he was still. I watched my daddy die today.’”

      Dr. Teasdale’s eyes were wide with horror. “Are you serious? Did that really happen?”

      “Yes. Well, I mean, the fact that he told us that really happened,” Seth said. “But that’s not the end of it. A few minutes later, the men in black uniforms burst into the upper room and grabbed Brother Ted by the arms and hauled him down the stairs. He tried to resist, but there were too many of them.

      “There was a big picture window in the room, looking down onto a lawn below. We heard shouting coming from the yard, and we all gathered around the window. We watched the men dragging Brother Ted, kicking and screaming, out onto the lawn. There was a full moon, so it was bright enough to see what was happening. They forced him to his knees and they whispered something in his ear. He shook his head back and forth, ‘No!’ and they threatened him with their rifles. He just kept shaking his head. And then we heard a gunshot, and we saw Brother Ted fall face-first onto the grass. He was still.”

      “Oh my God,” Dr. Teasdale breathed.

      “We just stood there, looking at him, until one of the men in the black uniforms told us to go back downstairs in a single file line. We did. In the room downstairs we just stood around waiting to be told what to do. People were crying. One of the girls was…well, she seemed hysterical. Then the sirens began. We thought the end of days was upon us.”

      “Where did the sirens come from?” Dr. Teasdale asked.

      Seth shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it was a coincidence. It was just…amazingly timed. And it scared the shit out of us.”

      “I’ll bet. Then what happened?”

      “We went outside and our parents arrived to pick us up.”

      Dr. Teasdale looked stricken. She shook her head. “How…how did you process that, afterwards?”

      Seth sighed. “I…had a mixed reaction. Once I realized it was just play-acting, I said it was pretty cool. But while it was happening, I was really scared. I think I was embarrassed, you know, that I’d been fooled.”

      Dr. Teasdale just sat, staring at Seth for several long minutes. Finally, she set her notepad aside and  leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Seth, do you understand how psychologically abusive that night was?”

      Seth blinked. “I…think so.”

      “It was manipulative. It was a form of terrorism. It was an act of extremist indoctrination. It was spiritual abuse, Seth. You were abused that night.”

      Seth nodded. “I’ve never thought of it like that before.”

      “I’m curious…when did your anxiety begin?”

      “Not long after that.”

      She nodded. She leaned back and picked up her notepad again. “Seth, I think you were indoctrinated with a horrific image of God—an image of God that is hateful, punishing, and abusive. It’s what gives his followers permission to feel like they can act the same way.” She cocked her head and waited until he met her eyes. “Seth, I want you to answer me truthfully. Don’t be afraid. Just tell me the truth. Are you afraid of God?”

      Seth looked out the window at the trees. He swallowed.

      “How does it feel when I ask that?” asked Dr. Teasdale.

      Still not looking at her, Seth said, “I don’t know.”

      “You really don’t know, or…are you scared to say?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer.

      “I’d like you to try something,” she said. “I want you to draw a picture—two pictures, actually. I want you to draw a picture of the god that was given to you as a child, and then another one of the god you believe in now.”

      “Do I have to?” he asked. “I’m terrible at drawing.”

      She smiled and shook her head, her black hair bunching at her shoulders in a way that was distractingly attractive. “The quality of the drawing isn’t important. I’m a terrible artist, trust me!” She laughed, and it sounded like music to him. “What’s important are the ideas in the drawing. And no…you don’t have to do it. But…I think you’ve been significantly wounded. If you want to heal, we need to work together. And sometimes to make progress, you have to do things that are hard.”

      “That’s what it means to be a grown-up,” Seth said with a note of resignation.

      “It sure is,” Dr. Teasdale agreed. She shifted the notepad balancing on her knee.

      Seth sighed, wishing they could talk about something—anything—else. “When do I do these…drawings?”

      “How about right now? They don’t have to be elaborate. Give yourself ten minutes for each one, and then let’s look at them. Want me to set a timer for you?”

      “But I don’t have⁠—”

      As if anticipating his protest, she brought out a black box and set it on the coffee table in front of the loveseat on which Seth sat. Taking the lid off the box, she set a pad of drawing paper in front of him. The rest of the box was filled with colored pencils. A sharpener balanced precariously on one of them.

      Dr. Teasdale took out her smartphone and tapped its screen. “Okay, you have ten minutes for your first drawing. Show me the god of your childhood.”

      Seth looked at the white paper in front of him. Then he got to work. He snatched up a handful of pencils, seemingly at random, and began to draw. He drew furiously, his breathing loud and labored. He was so intent he didn’t notice that he was sweating.

      In what seemed like no time, he heard the therapist’s phone alarm sound. “Okay, quick, turn the page and start on your second drawing. Show me how you understand God now.”

      Seth blinked at the page. He snatched up a pencil and held it ready, as if waiting for inspiration to strike. But it didn’t strike. He continued to stare at the page until the timer went off again.

      “Okay…” Dr. Teasdale said. “Why don’t you put both pages side-by-side?”

      “But I didn’t…I wasn’t able to…”

      “Just put them side-by-side, please. Trust me, Seth.”

      Seth nodded and put both sheets next to one another.

      “Tell me about the first one,” Dr. Teasdale invited.

      Seth looked at what he had drawn. It was of a creature, but not any creature Seth knew…although it did look familiar. It looked a little bit like a bear and a little bit like a wolf. It had a huge chest and head, but no neck. Its hips and legs were tiny, like atrophied afterthoughts. A halo floated above its mangy head, but what stuck out most were the fangs—huge, pointed, and dangerous looking. They were also dripping with blood. Red gashes dripped down the page and formed a pool at the puny feet. Suddenly, Seth knew why it looked familiar. A chuckle bubbled up from his depths.

      “What was that?” Dr. Teasdale asked.

      “What was what?”

      “You laughed. Tell me why.” It wasn’t a command, but a request.

      “It…it looks like the Tasmanian Devil…from the Bugs Bunny cartoons…kind of.”

      Dr. Teasdale reached for the drawing and held it up so it was right-way-round for her. “It sure does!” she laughed. “I thought you said you couldn’t draw.”

      “I…can’t.”

      “This is a pretty good likeness.” She put the paper back down in front of him. “Tell me about him. What is he like? What does he want from you? What makes him tick?”

      “He hates me.”

      “Why does he hate you?”

      “Because I…” Seth looked out the window. “Just because I’m me.”

      “That’s a pretty terrible god, don’t you think?”

      Seth looked back at the drawing.

      “He looks dangerous,” she observed.

      Seth thought about the dream he’d had, about the beast stalking him through the aisles of his childhood church. “He wants to kill me. And eat me.”

      “I am totally getting that.” Dr. Teasdale wrote something on her notepad.

      “But I don’t have any right⁠—”

      “Seth, you have every right to your own thoughts and opinions. When it comes to what is in your own head, you don’t have to please anyone—including God.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. It is your own private space.”

      Seth nodded. “Okay.”

      “And besides…you’ve gone to church your entire life, at least up until last year, right?”

      “Right.”

      “How many times a week?”

      “Three.”

      “And at how many of those services did you hear a sermon on hellfire?”

      Seth swallowed. “All of them.”

      “All of them,” Dr. Teasdale repeated. “Seth, anyone in your position would experience post-traumatic stress. Once again what your parents did to you, exposing you to such terrorizing sermons, was child abuse.”

      “It was?” Seth asked.

      “It was.” She was firm.

      “Now look at that second drawing.”

      “There’s nothing there,” Seth confessed.

      “Exactly. What does that tell you?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Dr. Teasdale waited several seconds. Then, in a soft voice, she said, “Do you want to know what I think?”

      He nodded.

      “I think you don’t have another image. I think you still believe in that horrible god.”

      Seth felt tears rise to his eyes. He brushed them away. “I…I…yeah.”

      “But look at him,” she said, her voice still soft. “He’s a cartoon character. He’s a monster. In fact, that’s a good name for him. He’s the Monster God. Is this god really worthy of your worship, your devotion?” She tapped at the picture with one red nail.

      Seth didn’t answer.

      “You know, you’re not the first person to think that god was a monster. The ancient Gnostics thought the same. But they also thought that there was another god, beyond the Monster God, a god who was completely different from this one.” She pointed at the picture again. “A god who was all loving, a god who wanted to set them free from this sorry excuse for a deity.”

      Seth felt a wave of vertigo wash through him. “Really?”

      “Really. And they weren’t the only ones. Lots of people have walked this road before. You’re not alone.”

      “So…I don’t know what to do,” Seth said.

      “Do you want my advice?” Dr. Teasdale asked.

      Seth nodded. Dr. Teasdale picked up the picture of the Monster God and handed it to him. “Fire his ass.”

      Seth blinked. “I can do that?”

      “Of course you can,” she said confidently. She gave him an encouraging smile. Then she tapped the blank sheet. “And that will leave you free to find out who this god is.”

      Seth nodded. “How do I…fire him?”

      “You could fill out a pink slip,” Dr. Teasdale suggested.

      “That sounds pretty cheesy,” Seth said.

      “Maybe it is,” she agreed, smiling. “Why don’t you sit with it for a while? Maybe the way that’s right for you will come to you.”

      “Okay,” he said. “But…I don’t like leaving threads hanging.”

      “Ah, you’re a ‘J’,” she smiled.

      “I’m a what?”

      “A ‘J’ on the Myers-Briggs personality inventory. It means you have a hard time relaxing if something is incomplete.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, that’s true,” Seth admitted.

      “Seth, our time is almost up⁠—”

      “No no, it can’t be. I haven’t figured out what to do about Kush.”

      Dr. Teasdale cocked her head. “What are your options?”

      “I can move⁠—”

      “It sounds like that’s a big ask right now.”

      “Yeah, I…can’t even imagine it. It’s too big.”

      “And other options?”

      Seth wrung his hands. “I could…I could find him a new home…for now.”

      “Is that something you’d be willing to do?”

      “It’s not something I want to do, but I don’t see any other option.”

      “Where would he live, then?”

      Seth sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I know this guy…”
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        * * *

      

      Seth stared at the table, focusing on the crumbs and several dribbles of unidentified liquid. He squirmed in his seat, looking around and grimacing. He had on a winter-patterned sweater, which was unusual both for May and for San Jose, but it was windy, and he always found it just a bit too cold in most bookstores. He rubbed at his temples, a futile attempt to assuage a headache that had been plaguing him ever since he had started the new medication.

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” Angie said, “Look at this mess.” She wiped the crumbs off the table with her hand, but didn’t venture to wipe away the spilled coffee. Angie’s hair fell into her eyes. She brushed it back and glowered at the other patrons in the bookstore cafe. It was a busy afternoon, and cloudy enough to make the store seem dimmer and cozier than usual.

      Seth settled the small stack of books he was carrying in his lap. Then he pulled a small packet of wipes from his pocket and scrubbed at the surface of the table. A woman at a nearby table noticed and left off in the middle of a sentence. Then, still watching Seth, she continued talking to her companion.

      Once the table was clean, Seth held the wipe away from him as if it were a plague specimen.

      “I’ll throw it away—Jesus,” Angie said, snatching the wipe from his hand and marching over to the trash can near an S-panel.

      When she returned, Seth had put the books on the table and was arranging them at a right angle to his position. As she sat, she studied him, noting how the spine of every book lined up. “You’re going to drive yourself crazy,” she said.

      “I’m already there,” he said, his shoulders slumped.

      “You’ve just got to get your mind in a different track,” she said.

      “That’s what my shrink says…kind of. I think that’s part of what she’s getting at.”

      “Why are we at a bookstore? Aren’t you sick of bookstores? What are you doing, surveilling the competition?”

      “No, I’m…I just like bookstores. I feel safe here.”

      “Do you feel safe in a library?”

      “No,” Seth answered.

      “Do you think that’s strange?”

      “Libraries smell like mold and old food.”

      Angie cocked her head. “Now that you mention it…I guess they do.”

      “Besides, I wanted to come here because they have books we don’t.”

      “You could just order them from Ama⁠—”

      “Don’t say it!” he snapped. “They’re the enemy. I’d sooner be illiterate.”

      “That’s harsh.”

      “I work in a local bookstore. It’s personal.”

      “Okay, okay…” Angie held her hands up in a mock-protective pose. She pointed at the short stack of books on the table in front of Seth. “So, are those books you don’t have at your store?”

      “Yeah. My shrink said something about…well, I wanted to check it out.”

      Angie cocked her head sideways to read the spines. “Gah-noses?”

      “Gnosis. The ‘g’ is silent.”

      “Huh. What’s that about?”

      Seth picked up one of the books and turned it over. “Well, this one is about the ancient Gnostics—you know, what they believed, what happened to them.” He set it down and picked up another with a bright yellow cover. “And this one is, like, about how to do it, how they did it.”

      “Did what?” Angie asked.

      “I’m a little fuzzy on the details,” he confessed. “I mean, I haven’t read them yet.”

      Angie frowned. “Isn’t that a little…cultish?”

      “It was an ancient religion.”

      “I thought you swore off religion.” She blew her nose again.

      “I did,” he said, a little too quickly and a little too forcefully.

      “Hey, friend here.” She held her hands up again.

      “Sorry, I…”

      “It’s a sore spot. I know.” Angie crossed her arms. “You know that’s why you’re like this, right?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like…fucked up, with all your weird tics and shit. It’s that fundamentalist church you grew up in. You’ve got…I don’t know…massive religious trauma or something.”

      Seth met her eyes. “You and my shrink are on the same page.”

      “You could save a lot of money and just talk to me.”

      He chuckled at that. Then he looked down at the books and stacked them again, being careful to line up the spines. “I think my parents were trying to do the right thing, raising me in that church.”

      “Seriously deluded people try to do the right thing every day,” she said. “And they wreak fucking havoc.”

      “But this stuff,” Seth said, tapping the books, “it’s not about religion.”

      She scowled. “Oh yeah? What’s it about, then?”

      “I think it’s about…secret knowledge.”

      “Say what?”

      “You know…the secrets of the universe. That’s what Google said, anyway.”

      “What kind of secrets?”

      “I don’t know. Just…secret stuff. I mean, if I knew, it wouldn’t be a secret.”

      “If it’s published in those books, it’s not a secret, either.”

      He shrugged. “I guess. I don’t…I guess I just keep thinking there’s got to be more.”

      “More what?”

      He shrugged again. “More than…we’re hurtling through space on a crusty ball of magma until we die. I guess.”

      “In other words, religion.”

      He shook his head. “Maybe. I had to leave the church I grew up in⁠—”

      “Of course you did,” she affirmed. “Or you’d have slit your wrists by now.”

      “But now I just…don’t believe anything, and that’s…” He fidgeted in his seat. “I still want to find some meaning to it all.” He gave her a half-smile. “Maybe I’m looking for an anti-religion.”

      “Huh. Good luck with that.” She snapped her fingers. “Hey, I know. If you want secret societies, you could join the Rosicrucians. They come with their own sad museum full of creepy corpses. And it’s local, on Park.”

      He almost smiled at that. “Hey, lay off that museum—it’s pretty cool. And they’re mummies, not corpses.”

      “Mummies are corpses, pea-brain.”

      “The Rosicrucians do need a gardener,” Seth admitted. “The grounds are pretty shoddy,”

      “Just don’t join the Masons.”

      “What’s wrong with the Masons?” he asked.

      “They all smell like old men,” she said.

      “I think that’s because they are old men,” he said.

      “That’s it,” she said. “Keep making sense.” Angie took a sip of her coffee. “Uh…not to change the subject to something even more painful, but…what did your shrink say about Kush?”

      Seth stared at the table. The question of Kush had been a black cloud hovering over him for the past couple of days. No matter how much he tried to ignore it, it overshadowed everything. He sighed. “I think I’ll talk to Travis.”

      Angie frowned. “Travis? The guy you work with? Surfer dude?”

      Seth nodded. “He likes Kush a lot. And Kush likes him. And maybe it can just be temporary, you know, until I feel ready to move and actually find something.”

      Angie folded her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe you’re going to just give up on the one being that loves you unconditionally.”

      Seth felt like she’d just slapped him. “I…I don’t want to⁠—”

      “No, but you’re willing to, and that’s almost as bad.”

      Seth took several deep breaths, but couldn’t seem to get a lungful of air.

      “You love that dog,” Angie continued. “I know you do.”

      “Of course I do,” Seth said, still struggling, his voice cracking.

      “Why not just tell your landlady to go fuck herself?”

      “She’ll evict me,” Seth said.

      “You don’t know that. Do you know how hard it is to actually evict someone in San Jose? Make her try.”

      “I don’t want to sour our relationship,” Seth said.

      “If making you give up your dog doesn’t sour your relationship, what would?” Angie retorted.

      Seth held his head in both hands, elbows on the table. The headache was reasserting itself. He felt faint.

      Suddenly, Angie stood up. “Hey, I’ve got to go. I have a…not exactly a date. More of a chance meetup.”

      “If you’re going to meet someone, how is it chance?” Seth asked with a humorous scowl.

      “Because she doesn’t know about it.”

      “Some people would call that stalking.”

      “Some people are judgmental pricks who should mind their own goddam business.” She stood. “But I need to pick up some shoelaces before I go. Do you know where⁠—”

      “Fleischer’s Shoes are on the other side of the mall,” Seth said, not looking up from the table. “Just before you go into Macy’s, on the left.”

      “How do you even know that? You only buy shoes at the Goodwill.”

      Seth shrugged. “I looked at the mall map last year.”

      “You’re fucking spooky, Seth.” She put a five-dollar bill on the table.

      Seth blinked at the money. “What’s that for? You already paid.”

      “Hey, you’re letting me sleep on your couch for free. Have another latte. On me.”

      He eased himself off his elbows and pushed the bill back toward her. “It’s okay. You can cook tonight.”

      “Not if you want to live. Plus, I’m hoping to be sleeping elsewhere tonight, if you get my drift.” She waggled her eyebrows.

      “Uh…good luck?”

      She kissed the top of his head and spun away. Throwing a glance over her shoulder, she waved.

      “Dental dams!” he shouted after her.

      “Rather die!” she called back.

      He watched her until she’d left the store. He kept thinking about Kush and he felt like he was about to suffocate. I can’t just go round and round about this, he thought. I need to distract myself. He looked at the books before him. The one titled The Violet Ray of Gnosis looked like a cheesy new-age rip-off, with a purple, airbrushed cover featuring a heart with wings. The copy on the back was compelling, but he was repulsed by the artwork and by the fact that the author described herself as a channeler. He set it aside and picked up the next one. The Labyrinth of the Gnostics seemed to be half footnotes, and one paragraph in, Seth’s eyes were crossed from the dense academese in which it was written. He looked at the back cover and noted that the author was a professor of ancient near-eastern religion at Georgetown whose previous books had been on the Yezidis, the Mandeans, and the Zoroastrians, whatever they were.

      He set it aside and picked up the next book. It was thin, less than a hundred pages by his estimation. He couldn’t tell what it was like because the book was shrink-wrapped. It was also hardcover, and apart from the title stamped in gold foil on the black cover, there was no text to give any idea of its contents. “The Secrets of the Gnostics,” Seth read the title aloud. He felt a thrill run up his spine. He knew next to nothing about Gnosticism or Gnostics, but he had awakened that morning with the word on his brain.

      Both paperbacks were twenty dollars or more. What was curious about the little hardcover volume, however, was that it had no price tag on it.

      He drained his coffee and, returning to the Religion section, he put the two paperbacks away—not where he had found them, but where they truly belonged, alphabetical by author. Then he proceeded to the checkout stand with the hardcover. He placed it in front of the cashier and asked, “Can you tell me how much this is? I couldn’t find a price.”

      A diminutive cashier with frizzy red hair made a face as she turned the wrapped volume over in her hands. Pursing her lips, she turned to her computer and did a search. Then she did another. Then she did another. With every attempt, the furrow in her brow grew deeper. Finally she shook her head and handed the book back to him. “It’s not in our system.”

      “Then…how much is it?”

      She shrugged. “I guess it’s free.”

      “For real?”

      “There’s no way to ring it up, so…yeah.”

      “Wow. I…I guess it was meant to be, then.”

      “Sure,” she said noncommittally, and turned her attention to the next person in line.

      Seth exited the large double doors, stepping into the merciless wind.  He clutched at the book and headed for home. The curiosity became too much for him, however, and when he passed a wall in the outdoor mall that provided a natural wind break, he stopped and looked at the book again. He broke the plastic seal with this thumbnail. He slid the shrink wrap off and put it in his pocket. Then he opened the slim volume.

      It was blank. He quickly turned the pages, one by one, then flipped to the end. Every one of them was blank. “What the fucking hell?” he said out loud.

      A card fell out onto his feet. A gust of wind caught it up, and it tumbled end over end toward the parking lot. He ran after it and snatched it up. The card, handwritten in big red block letters read, “Thursdays 7pm. 616 Aberdeen SJ.” Turning the card over, he saw what was scrawled on the back. “Yes, you.”
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