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      What a remarkable story (read the entire book in one sitting, as it simply draws the reader in). Ben’s flashbacks are well-integrated into the narrative and add meaningful value. They reveal important aspects about his character and contribute to the story’s emotional impact.

      The story on the surface seems light, but there is a lot of heavy subjects (beliefs) being discussed that are very much on people's minds these days, and I suppose many minds over the decades. I feel like Oliver. I ask for More, Please, Sir.

      A metamathemagical tour de force of how our self-understanding can be both liberating and crippling.

      I dreamt scenes from the book. That tells you something deep's going on.

      A beautiful use of meta-language to describe language.

      A thought-provoking novel! Every quote, statement, or anecdote had me pausing to contemplate.

      The use of mathematical symbols and objects to understand non-mathematical implications of meaning not derived from mathematics blew me away.

      The zingers at the end of each chapter carried me out of the theoretical and into the feelings of those involved is brilliant.

      Joseph Carrabis is a gifted writer who draws the reader into deep contemplation and self reflection with each turn of a page, all the while skillfully weaving a story that grabs your attention and holds on till the end.

      Excellent for thought and conversation.

      I loved the description of the sun doing its work, and the elevators being like valves in a heart. Bravo!

      I never really stopped to consider how many feelings we have and that we always will have them. That one really had me thinking.

      "Obligation breeds resentment, choice breeds acceptance." - LOVE THAT!

      Joseph has created a book that allows us to view life and ourselves through the eyes of beings who have no reference points or background of our society. He encourages us to look our own values, beliefs and prejudices, often with eye opening results.  Nicely Done.

      A self-help, self-discovery book disguised as science fiction, and it manages to pull both off beautifully!

      A sci-fi story that'll make you think!

      Before you know it, you're incorporating what Ben's learning and saying and it changes your life.

      So subtle, you're drawn into Ben's healing.

      A WalkAbout in NYC

      Carrabis pens another good one!
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      The language used in this book may offend some readers. My goal is to use all the tools at an author’s disposal and all the tools in my author’s toolbag to create as exacting a sensory experience for the reader and to be as accurate to my creation as possible. Sometimes that means language which may offend some is used to create such exacting sensory images.

      I’ve learned to accept my limitations and hope you’ll do the same.

      

      Characters, events, places, and things described, depicted, or referred to in this work are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, events, places, or things is purely coincidental.
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      We often envision healers as individuals who are whole, who have conquered their own pain to offer solace to others. But what happens when the healer themselves is wounded? Can they still offer healing? Or does their own pain become a barrier?

      This masterpiece delves into the intricate interplay between trauma, healing, and perception. Through a series of poignant narratives, the author invites readers to contemplate the profound ways in which our experiences shape how we see the world and ourselves.

      Structured as a collection of interconnected stories, each offering a unique perspective on the healing journey, Joseph introduces us to a diverse cast of characters, from war veterans struggling with PTSD to survivors of abuse grappling with the aftermath of their experiences. These individuals become vessels through which he explores the complexities of trauma and its enduring impact.

      Central to the Joseph's exploration is the concept of perception. He argues that our perception of reality is not merely a passive process but an active one, influenced by our past experiences, beliefs, and emotions. Trauma, in particular, can dramatically alter our perception, leading to distorted views of the world and ourselves. The characters in the book embody this idea, as they navigate the challenges of healing while grappling with their distorted perceptions.

      One of the strengths of this book is its ability to evoke empathy and understanding. Joseph's writing is both sensitive and powerful, allowing readers to connect deeply with the characters' experiences. By sharing their stories, he challenges us to confront our own biases and preconceptions about trauma and healing.

      This book also offers valuable insights into the healing process, as Joseph keenly emphasizes the importance of self-compassion, connection with others, and a willingness to confront difficult emotions. He also explores the role of therapy, mindfulness, and creative expression in facilitating healing. While acknowledging the challenges involved, he ultimately conveys a message of hope and resilience.

      The concept of a wounded healer is not entirely new. Throughout history, many individuals have experienced deep personal trauma and yet have found ways to use their suffering to help others. Think of figures like Buddha, Jesus, and Rumi, who all experienced great suffering but went on to become sources of inspiration and healing for countless people.

      You are about to embark on a thought-provoking and compassionate exploration of trauma, healing, and perception. The author's writing is both insightful and engaging, making this book a valuable resource for anyone interested in understanding the human experience. Whether you are a survivor of trauma, a mental health professional, or simply someone seeking to deepen your understanding of the human condition, this book offers valuable insights and inspiration.

      - Dennis J. Pitocco, Chief Reimaginator, 360° Nation

    

  


  
    
      Le coeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connait pas.

      - Pascal

      

      The limits of my language are the limits of my world.

      - Ludwig Wittgenstein

      

      There are places in the heart that do not yet exist. Pain must be so they may be.

      - Leon Bloy

      

      "Praise our choices, sisters, for each doorway

      open to us was taken by squads of fighting

      who paid years of trouble and struggle,

      who paid their wombs, their sleep, their lives,

      that we might walk through these gates upright.

      Doorways are sacred to women for we

      are the doorways of life and we must choose

      what comes in and what goes out. Freedom

      is our real abundance."

      - Marge Piercy, The Sabbath of Mutual Respect

      

      Only if words are felt, bodily presences, like echoes or waterfalls, can we understand the power of spoken language to influence, alter, and transform the perceptual world.

      - David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous

      

      "I have learned that the head does not feel anything until the heart has listened. And what the heart knows today, the head will understand tomorrow."

      - James Stephens

      

      "Speech is civilization itself. The word, even the most contradictious word, preserves contact. It is silence which isolates."

      - Thomas Mann

      

      "We cannot use inner language to make ourselves understood except to those whom we meet at the outer limits of things."

      - Jean Arp

      

      Any idea, person or object can be a Medicine Wheel, a Mirror, for man. The tiniest flower can be such a Mirror, as can a wolf, a story, a touch, a religion, or a mountaintop.

      - Hyemeyohsts Storm

      

      These memories are painted in primary colors because they are childhood memories. I am not attempting to be fair to my middle-class schoolmates. I am only telling you how they looked to me at the time. Obviously, I now have much more sympathy for children from the middle-class. - Rita Mae Brown, "Starting From Scratch"
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FIRST MEETING

          

        

      

    

    
      How many heartbeats does it take to change the world?

      Three creatures stare down at me like I'm the one who doesn't belong. People flee South Street Seaport under the FDR, across the Greenway and South Street, scream their way up Fulton, John, Beekman, and the Slips. Mounted NYPD officers yell commands no one pays attention to. Sirens get closer but the sound of squawking seagulls, screeching pigeons, shrieking blue jays, clomping horses, screaming people, and crying children drowns out everything else.

      The asphalt's covered with my bloody handprints from crabwalking over smashed sunglasses, trampled phones, and broken souvenirs to get away from these things.

      I look past them to the white sand desert they just crossed, a desert which used to be the East River and Brooklyn, and protect my eyes from a gale force sirocco blowing sand in everybody's eyes.

      Foot patrol officers shout emergency instructions and are ignored. Car alarms go off all over the place as people run blindly and smash into them, into vendor carts, into each other. People trip over curbs and barriers. Some fall and are trampled. Some people scream and curse as legs and arms and hips break because those still moving aren't careful and race over them like they're ascending wobbly stairs. Only foot patrolman Distasio helps the fallen, lifting one in each arm, carrying them and dragging others intown.

      Ten minutes ago I stood in line with my son, Jiminy, to get him a brown sugar and cinnamon zeppoli and me a hot Italian sausage sub with extra onions and peppers. It was our first day alone together since I went north to the Home for Mental Wanderers and he always wanted to go to South Street Seaport so here we were watching tugs and ferries go up and down the East River.

      Jiminy pointed. "There's rainbows on the water, Dad!"

      I didn't have the heart to tell him it was diesel slicks from the river traffic. Kids that young deserve some magic in their lives. One foot patrol officer, Distasio, tall, tanned, broad chest, muscular arms and legs, and blonde with a pencil-thin mustache, followed Jiminy's gaze, looked back at us, and smiled. I nodded in return and wondered if he were a real cop or some movie or tv star and we were being filmed unawares. Other patrol officers walked in twos through the crowd, bronzed arms and legs protruding from uniformed shirts and shorts, their arms often resting on the equipment in their utility belts, and smiled and nodded under their patrol officer caps and behind their aviator sunglasses. Two mounted policemen on South Street stood resolute like the NYPL Lions, Patience and Fortitude, their only movement their horses shifting weight from one leg to another and the occasional nod when a parent asks if their kid can pet their horse.

      Seagulls, pigeons, blue jays, grackles, and other birds seem to be in the line with us and caw and squawk like tourists as their heads bob back and forth looking for scraps on the ground. A guy got in line behind me and I realized he was the one who worked the dolphin tank they brought in for tomorrow's aquarium exhibit.

      "Big tank," I said.

      "Yeah. State of the art."

      "What's the netting for over the top of the tank."

      The aquarium guy nodded towards it without taking his eyes off the fat Italian-looking gentleman ladling peppers and onions into an open subroll. "If we didn't have the netting there he'd kill himself trying to leap into the open sea. He sees the netting and knows he can't do it."

      "I thought they worked more by sound than sight."

      "Yeah? Works so far."

      I walked over to the dolphin tank, the sub in one hand and the zeppoli in the other. Jiminy's right beside me, a big coke in each hand slippery with condensation. The dolphin just swims and swims and swims in circles, its eyes out to the sea.

      Until I got next to the tank. Then the dolphin stopped and moved next to me. It looked me in the eye, and I imagined it asking me, "Hello? Hello? Is anybody there?"

      Jiminy looks up at me. Between chews of zeppoli he says, "You sure it's okay us being here, Dad?"

      I look down, frown, and quickly scan the crowd, quickly become a bigotry sensor, searching the multi-racial, multi-ethnic porridge of humanity for signs of prejudice, malice, hatred for a black man with a biracial child, and detect none, everyone caught up in their own moment to interfere with ours. "Of course it is, Jiminy. Why are you asking?"

      He looks down and swallows hard. "I...I don't want to...your work. I know it's important."

      Yes, it was. Past tense. Was. So important I damn near destroyed my marriage, my family, my life, and it's why I escaped to Happy House. I knew I was in trouble, couldn't bear what I was doing to people, and just left. Emailed Grace Krazinski, the math department's secretary, a link to LakeShore Psychiatric in northern New Hampshire with "Get me there." She made all the arrangements, got me a cab to La Guardia, the next seat on Southwest, told LakeShore when and where to pick me up, and gave me a hug as she put me in the cab. "You'll be okay, Ben. You're too brilliant not to be okay."

      I looked up as she closed the door. "I haven't told Gayle, I - "

      She gave me a thumbs up. "I got this, Dr. Matthews. Go get well."

      Suddenly Jiminy wrapped his arms around my hips and I felt the cokes sweating against my butt through my pants. He looked up at me and screamed, "I love you, dad."

      "I love you, too, son."

      We heard some applause and saw a crowd gathered around a good juggler. People threw real, folding money into his hat. Between bites of zeppoli, Jiminy asked if he can have a dollar to drop in the juggler's hat. I handed him a wetwipe because his hands were all sticky and took one for myself because my sub's dribbled oil all over mine.

      "He's really good. Here's a five. Let's be generous."

      Jiminy smiled, all proud and adult-like, and placed the fiver on top of the cash already there.

      The juggler winked at him and called to the crowd, "Everybody ready for the big finale?" His juggling balls dropped into a box beside him. He reached into the same box and pulled out a machete, a bowling ball, and a tomato. "Please, folks, be quiet. This is going to be real difficult because, as you can see, these are different colors." The adults laughed and the kids oohed.

      "Ready?"

      We all watched the tomato, bowling ball, and machete fly around him in a big circle. Jiminy is wide-eyed. "He really is good, dad."

      I pull Jiminy back a few steps just in case. "He sure is."

      A stray wind came off the water, a hot breeze more like mid-August instead of early May. The seagulls, pigeons, grackles et al took to the air and flew inland in great sweeping dives.

      Jiminy pointed south towards Governors Island and Brooklyn. "What's that?" A desert of pure white Caribbean sand stretched from the edge of the seawall south and east.

      The wind increased until it felt like staring into a high-power hair dryer turned on full. Ice cream wrappers, crumpled napkins, Seaport Points-of-Interest and visitor guide sheets, ticket stubs, all the trash thrown on the ground got whipped intown and the wind strengthened like it wanted to push the Seaport towards TriBeCa and the World Trade Center.

      Jiminy wrapped his arms around my legs and tucked himself into me. I dropped my sandwich and picked him up just as some lady's umbrella flapped open and lifted her off the ground. Another lady screamed and pointed at the juggler. I tucked Jiminy's head in my shoulder and headed towards the subway. "Don't look, Jiminy."

      But he wasn't looking at the juggler, he's straining his head over my shoulder looking where Brooklyn and the East River used to be. Other people looked that way, too. "Dad?"

      I put Jiminy down. The wind still blew strong and hot. The mounties steadied their horses and worked crowd control. One of the mounties called to the other and pointed towards the desert.

      Three creatures, their images shimmering in the heat like a mirage, walked across the sand towards The Battery and TriBeCa South. The desert echoed back at us the horses' snorting, the birds' squawking, the crowd's screaming, the sounds of traffic, the car horns, ... The mob mentality fairy threw her dust at the crowd and panic clusters sucked up people like an amoeba preparing to divide.

      Both mounties talked into their lapel mikes and steered crowds towards the patrollers, towards Fulton, Beekman, John, and the two Slips. The patrollers did their best and got swept up in the surging crowd like shrimp in an undertow.

      I bent down to get Jiminy but he's gone. "Jiminy!" Everybody's screaming and yelling. I envisioned his little body trampled by the people around me. "Jiminy! Where are you?"

      I grabbed one of the mounties' legs and yelled up at him, "My kid's lost. Help me find him."

      He looked out over the desert and yelled back, "I've got more to worry about right now, mac."

      "No!" I grabbed the reins of the horse. "Listen, - "

      The mountie kicked me in the gut and I fell to the ground. His horse bolted and I rolled out of its way.

      Squad cars screeched to a halt all along South Street and car doors slammed.

      The sirocco receded and South Street Seaport's late May ocean breeze returned. The echoes faded to "chatter chatter," "chatter chatter," the sounds of people at a party; you know they're saying something but you can't make out the words. It didn't matter. Everybody ran including most of the foot patrol. Only blonde mustached, muscular matinee idol Distasio earned his pay and guided people back from the Seaport to safety. Police rushed out of their cars with their guns raised and ready. My eyes burned with sand and grit. I couldn't breathe, I couldn't see Jiminy. The only things around me were returning seagulls, pigeons, and other birds. I didn't know what they returned for because all the trash was blown up South Street and the escape routes. The birds looked at me like I'm their Christ and about to pull loaves and fishes out of my ass.

      A shadow came over me. I looked up.

      The three creatures stared down at me. Their chatter chatter, chatter chatter became near-words. They demonstrate syntax, structure, but the sounds aren't yet words, have no meaning, until the one in front says, "We are Healers from the Land of Barass." It points to the one on its right. "He is Cetaf, who cries for his own pain." It turns to the one on its left. "This is Jenreel, who tends to his own needs. I am Beriah. I will tell you how I feel. We are Healers from the Land of Barass."

      The echoes across the desert, the sounds of the city, of the people, their babbling, their near-word jargon. These creatures sought response-cues, determining which sounds rose above noise to meaning.

      They acquired our language walking across a desert? Of course! DUH! Like a child echoing the sounds its hearing and learning which ones its caregivers respond to.

      My research kicks in. Did they spontaneously learn our language because they somehow knew we'd take too long to learn theirs?

      I stare at them, my jaw slack as gurgling sounds leak up my throat. What am I supposed to say? Greetings? Welcome to Planet Earth? Please help me up?

      Beriah offers his hand. It has four fingers, one opposing the other three. I take it and it feels like I'm holding hands with a six-foot-tall chicken.

      Beriah is only an inch or two taller than me. If shape and size are indications, he is the same weight as I am. He's red everywhere, the only exceptions are his eyes which are black pupiled and gold irised, there is no white, only black upon gold upon black like a weird bullseye. His head has a brownish, rough, horny kind of skin where we have hair. His features are human enough except for his eyes and lips which are big like a frog's. I think he is seeing everything even though he is looking at me. For a minute all my other fears are dwarfed by the image of a large tongue snapping out of his wide, thin-lipped mouth and pulling me back in. He wears a sleeveless robe which ends at midcalf. The rest of him, as far as I can tell, is just like us.

      Cetaf, the one on Beriah's right, is yellow with the same features and color variations as Beriah, except he is nine feet tall and six feet wide. A walking wall. His legs and toes are like an elephant's, but his face is more like a man's than Beriah's, except it is flattened, like a boxer's. Jenreel is the most human looking one of the three, except he is blue with similar color variations, about seven and a half feet tall and thin as a wraith.

      The desert vanished behind them and they didn't move.

      "I've lost my little boy."

      Beriah's grip is strong and sure and he didn't brace or budge as I stood up. Our hands remained clasped like arm wrestlers waiting for a table and referee.

      "Then you must find him."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            HOW DO WE CHOOSE? HOW ARE WE CHOSEN?

          

        

      

    

    
      I turn up Beekman.

      The creatures follow.

      The tall blue one, Jenreel, stands beside me. "Experience can guide our understanding. It should not lead our understanding."

      "Huh?" and I realize I'm remembering something from my Baltic College days, an intrusive thought, something I worked on understanding from my time at Happy House.

      There was a Ted Crowder - he pronounced it Crow-der. I'll explain in a bit - a Dean of Christian Life at Baltic College, a small evangelical college I attended in Michigan. I came to him with some questions, he told me to kneel and pray.

      He smiled and nodded, his head bobbing like a plastic cat's in the rear window of a car, as I tried to articulate what I wanted to ask.

      The only problem was I had trouble articulating the questions I wanted to ask and he had trouble giving answers other than those he'd learned from a book. I went into his office, I remember, because it was at the end of the hall and either I turned into his office or I went up the stairs to the cafeteria. The food wasn't that good and there were some things I wanted to know.

      Simple, no?

      Ted Crowder was a fundamental evangelical Anglican. From New Zealand. He was the first man I'd ever seen who had a single eyebrow running over his left eye straight to his right, a single bush so thick that if he was from Australia I would have expected to see a joey in it. It was also my first experience with a New Zealand accent (hence Crow-der, not Crowd-er). I didn't know until then that a New Zealand accent sounds exactly like patronizing.

      This is why we go to college: to learn things.

      When not kneeling and praying he saw to the spiritual needs of the campus. This meant making sure the bookstore didn't stock any Rolling Stones, Beatles, Frampton, CSN&Y, Joni Mitchell, Harrison, Yes, ELP, The Who, Procul Harem, Harry Chapin, Billy Joel, Elton John, Wings, and is this cross-stylistic enough so you get the idea? Gospels and Christian Rock were okay.

      Have you ever listened to Christian Rock? As Ted defined it?

      I'll make it easy for you: there is none. Pat Boone, Nat King Cole, Andy Williams, and a small number of sister college choirs do not any kind of rock make.

      The only magazines allowed, aside from spiritual publications, were the likes of Good Housekeeping and Modern Bride. All the spiritual publications were evangelical fundamentalist in nature and scope.

      This should not be a surprise. Remember this. People went to Baltic for this.

      Dean Ted believed his role was to monitor the Christian life of each student, regardless of whether that student wanted said monitoring or not. I know this and will explain how in a moment.

      I went to Dean Ted because I was confused about who I was and who was god and what was happening in my life.

      I wasn't a "Christian" back then. Evidently Baltic admitted a select number of non-Christian students each year so the students could practice their evangelism.

      Imagine being invited to go somewhere and discovering the only reason you're invited is to be someone else's experiment? Tuskegee still exists and airmen abound.

      Ah, the joys of being Black in America.

      I explained things to Dean Ted the best I could. He smiled and nodded and checked his watch and picked up a well-worn Bible and opened it for me and told me what to read.

      "The only thing which will save you, Ben" he said in that interesting New Zealand twang, "is accepting Christ Into Your Heart As Your Personal God And Savior." He emphasized each personal word with a personal index finger jab into my personal chest. He personally pointed into a gospel. "See, right there. You shall know the truth and truth shall set you free."

      He rolled his "r"'s so nice.

      "Satan and God are fighting for your soul and you must help God to win, Ben." He checked his watch again. "There is no choice other than Heaven or Hell. Central Valley and that Jewish girl you see there, Ben, that's Hell. Your friends here are Heaven, Ben. Now you must decide."

      I remember thinking either-or. Never both-and. Black or white is only available in the quantum infinitesimal slices of a moment, if even then.

      Or the racial prejudices of majority America.

      Which you choose is based on what you study. Take your pick.

      But I was raised in the post-Civil Rights / pre-Obama America. You didn't say such things to White America - or White New Zealand - if you were alone.

      What I wondered was, if God is so strong, why does he need help? Second, I'd never mentioned going to Central Valley or dating anyone there. How did he know?

      God I must be important for them to keep an eye on me like that. I wanted to do a Clevon Little/Blazing Saddles riff: Where da white women at?

      "Kneel down here with me, Ben, and we'll pray together for your soul." He checked his watch.

      Which I did because I had learned the lessons of the playground well: young black men do what patronizing white men say.

      Besides, God seemed to be on a clock. Either that, or Dean Ted had a quota to fulfill.

      But the real question?

      The real question arising from all this is "How did Jenreel know?"

      

      One block west of the Seaport and an Army colonel, her nametag reads "Harley," holds out a strange looking mobile and points to a list of questions on the screen. I swat her hand away. "You ask them if you're so damn curious."

      "Dr. Matthews, you're a mathematical linguist." She tosses me the phone like it's full of angry hornets and backs away. "So far they've only talked to you. Lingual something with them." The phone bounces on the asphalt at my feet.

      I watch Colonel Harley turn and hurry away. "Hey, you found out who I am pretty fast. What is this, my fifteen minutes of fame? Can I post to YouTube? I noticed my phone can't get a signal. Amazing finding a dead zone in the middle of New York City, don't you think? Or did you folks disable all personal telecommunications with some kind of electronic perimeter? Control the message and you control its meaning, right?" I shove my first in the air ala Tommie Smith and John Carlos at the '68 Mexico City Olympics. "I love my 40 acres. Had to shoot my mule to feed my family, though. Maybe that's why you gave us a creature that couldn't reproduce?" People stare from behind police and military rifle-walls. I stare back. "Who am I kidding? That would have been both sophisticated and subtle. Our government? Nah."

      I turn to Beriah. "Am I the only one you'll talk to?"

      "No."

      "See?" I turned back to the colonel again but she's gone. The strange-looking mobile lays on the ground in front of me, its screen and the questions face up. I pick up the mobile, check it for damage - nothing, not even a scratch - wonder why my screen cracks every few months.

      "Fuck. Okay." I read the first question. "Who are you?"

      "I am Beriah."

      "I am Cetaf."

      "I am Jenreel."

      "Yeah, yeah, right. Where did you come from?"

      The Healers look back down at the block we just covered. Beriah points. "We come from there."

      "What are you here to do?"

      "Me."

      "Me."

      "Me."

      Echo. Echo. Echo.

      Step back. I am a mathematical linguist. My research is in spontaneous languages. Think Chomsky's Universal Grammar across species, a true primary language, what linguists call the "One-Tongue," which allows communication regardless of who's communicating, and you have it.

      A pattern was forming. There was a syntax, not to the words but to the event.

      "What's not you that is you?" This wasn't on the list. I improvised. It is what my research would equate to "Where are your homes?"

      "Wozanni," said Cetaf.

      "Wijica," said Beriah.

      "Tuktel," said Jenreel.

      "I thought you were all from the same place. How come you all look the same?"

      "We look the same because we don't look like you, Ben."

      I put down the strange looking mobile. "Why did you choose me of all the people at the Seaport?"

      "We chose each other."

      "We did? I don't remember having any choice to make. When did I make a choice?"

      Beriah gazes up at the World Trade Tower. "To know the choices one has made all one needs do is observe where they are at that moment in their life."

      I look around at the litter, the crowds being pushed back, the military, the news helicopters being driven away by gunships and fighter wings, and the three creatures standing quietly at my side. "Huh?"

      Cetaf the Walking Wall's gaze goes from following Beriah's gaze to looking me in the eye. "Our goals determine our life. The thought becomes the action. The belief becomes the deed. We can only succeed. Most often when we're not paying attention to what we've made our goals. Regardless, every attempt is a success."

      I wonder if this is where it really begins. In a very few sentences, in a moment when I truly listen. I stop shouting my message and start listening to theirs.

      Is this the basis for true communication?

      I realize why we each make our choices. I look at the three of them, slowly aware of how long this journey, my fifteen minutes, will be, and whisper. "Hello?"

      

      I listened to Dean Ted smile and nod and bob his head to his sofa pillow god as he told God to listen up now, we got ourselves another Boy for Jesus here.

      I said, "Okay, Jesus. I've sinned. I want you in my life. Amen."

      Dean Ted leapt from the floor and shook my hand, lifting me from the floor and steering me towards his door. "There you go, Ben. All's right now. You've accepted Christ as YOUR PERsonal LORD and SAVior and YOUR LIFE will CLEAR itSELF of ALL MYSterIES Now."

      He said it like that. I swear it.

      By now I was out of his office and he closed his door on me, nodding and smiling and bobbing all the while.

      I started up the stairs to the cafeteria, suddenly sure the food wasn't that bad. As I turned up the second flight of stairs, I saw a shapely pair of legs in a skirt that could never have been purchased in the bookstore clacking in CFM stilettos before CFMs stilettos existed.

      I'm sure Dean Ted smiled and nodded and bobbed.

      Ted Crowder. His solution to anything was to kneel and pray.

      Why did he offer solutions which didn't even work for him?

      What does it mean to live outside of oneself? If I spend all my time monitoring your spirituality, what time do I have left to grow my own?

      I mean, how can I feed you if I'm hungry?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            HELLO?

          

        

      

    

    
      Have you ever noticed that your sock can drive you crazy? If the seam makes a little ball or wads up under your toes, it can drive you crazy?

      

      Cetaf nudges my arm.

      "What?"

      "It hurts."

      I watch a corporal being ragged out by a lieutenant. The reason for this ragging is the corporal ordered some men to move back as we moved forward. The corporal did this just as every other corporal I've known to do it, the way he learned to do it by watching the DIs at Basic, by yelling at the top of his lungs and degrading his men in front of others.

      The problem, it seemed, is Frog Lips, Elephant Toes, The Wisp, and I are the others, and the lieutenant is concerned the corporal's behavior may cause these three to shit sparks and otherwise cause more damage to our ozone layer.

      He does this by spinning the corporal around and spittily saying he is dismissed, go away, be here no more.

      As I watched the corporal being punished for doing his job how he thought he was supposed to do his job, I remembered Mrs. Woodbury, grammar school fourth grade. My strongest memory of Mrs. Woodbury stems from third grade, not even in her class yet. I had to get the boys in my class in line at the end of recess. We'd all go back into the school, nice and orderly, side by side, all in a line. It was my first day with this monumental responsibility. Everybody was making noise. I did to them exactly what my father did to me when I was making noise and he wanted it quiet. I yelled at the top of my lungs, "QUIET!" Mrs. Woodbury grabbed me by the shoulders and spun me around, slapped me hard across the face and shoved me into the school. All by myself. All the kids, boys and girls, laughed. I didn't know what I did wrong. Never even let myself cry.

      "What hurts?" I ask Cetaf, my mind returning from its journey down memory lane. "Where?"

      There are tears in his eyes. This walking wall sheds tears like a mourner on overtime and does nothing to stop or hide it. From me.

      From anybody, really, but it is my arm he nudged.

      He held his face in his hands and shook it from side to side as if caught in some kind of rage. "These are the strongest tears of all."

      I looked at Cetaf, Jenreel, and Beriah. I looked up and down the street, at military types coming closer and police types moving away. "I don't know what to do."

      Jenreel and Beriah move to either side of Cetaf and touch him. Jenreel stands in front and wraps his arms as much around Cetaf as he can. "The first communication must be instructions on how to build a receiver."

      "What? How is the other group supposed to receive the communication if they don't have a way to receive it? How are they supposed to even know a message's been sent?"

      Beriah stands to Cetaf's side and rests a hand on the giant's shoulder. "Exactly."

      I stare into the sky and shake my head. Maybe I had to come from where they did to understand?

      They stood there, like that, long enough for me to begin to understand.

      Streetlights came on before we moved.

      I did cry, eventually, on my way home. I climbed so high in a tree I knew nobody would follow, shoved my fist in my mouth to muffle my tears, and sobbed so hard my other hand cramped clasping a branch so I wouldn't fall.

      I got word my son is safe. Gayle said not to worry. She's taking Jiminy to Hawaii. Lots of people are leaving the city. I don't know why; it's been two days, and we've only moved four blocks in a straight line up Beekman.

      The fact that they never leave me makes going slow. We sleep in the street, a lot safer than you might expect it to be in New York City. I find that Cetaf, when lying down, makes a comfortable mattress. He never actually sleeps, I think. Every time I wake up at night, he is looking straight up, as if he can see the stars.

      I roll off Cetaf as the sun splashes daylight into the city. "Okay, guys. It's morning. Where do we go today?"

      Beriah points up Beekman to Pearl. The only problem is we'll hit Southbridge Towers once we cross Pearl.

      "What do we do when we hit the brick wall?"

      "We turn left."

      Word is, Frog Lips, Elephant Toes, and The Wisp are the front end of an invasionary (envisionary?) force, scoping us out then relaying troop size, strength, level of technology.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            THE RUSSIANS HAVE LANDED

          

        

      

    

    
      Fourth grade, now a student in Mrs. Woodbury's class, and we're watching a US-centric documentary about the 1960's Space Race. One of the kids in class asked why the Russians always landed on land and we always landed in the ocean. I remember Mrs. Woodbury dismissing the question. "Oh, we could land on land if we wanted to..." I don't remember the rest of her answer. What I do remember is knowing, knowing even then, that Mrs. Woodbury was lying, that we couldn't land on land and that water was safer for us. What I remember most was knowing in that sacred unspeakable way only a child can know, even as Jiminy would know, that Mrs. Woodbury was afraid of the truth, afraid to admit that the Russians could do something we couldn't.

      

      The man is in the fifth-floor window of Southbridge Towers, looking onto Pedestrian, with a gun aimed at Beriah. He isn't dressed as a laborer, which surprises me. He is smartly attired, and I have the impression he is well educated and successful.

      Beriah stares up at him. "We represent an end to all he believes is true."

      "Huh?"

      "The man up there, the man aiming the weapon at me."

      "Aren't you going to do anything about him?"

      "There is nothing I can do."

      "You can duck, you can hide. You changed Brooklyn and the East River into a desert to get here. Don't tell me there's nothing you can do."

      "The man holds the weapon, not I. We changed nothing, only took the path which opened for us."

      I'm not listening. "But he's going to kill you."

      "No, he's going to kill himself."

      I have trouble with this. The gun is aimed at us. "How can you say that? He's aiming at us, dammit."

      "He aims at us because he sees a world beyond that which he knows, beyond that which he has worked to make real. He sees in us a truth incongruous to his truth. Our destruction means his world is safe, nothing is new, his security is affirmed. Either he destroys us, or he starts over. But we are already here. By being there he acknowledges we are here. Destroying us would not destroy his memory of us."

      "Huh?"

      Beriah waves at the man. It's such a human movement I wonder where he learned it.

      But then again, he could want to make sure the man in the window hits him and no one else. "No. No matter what he does, he cannot destroy us."

      There is a gunshot. A deep, dark blast which echoes along the city's canyons and blots out the sun as thousands of pigeons take flight. I dive to the crash of glass and metal, thinking his first shot went wide, soon there will be another, and I curl into as tight a ball as I can.

      Jenreel, Beriah, and Cetaf look down at me. All three offer me their hands. They are fine therefore I am shot. I run my hands over myself while still on the ground, realizing that to do so meant the bullet hasn't penetrated anything above my waist.

      There are no wounds, no holes, no penetrations, no broken bones. Only a bruised knee from when I went down. The Healers help me up.

      "Are you okay?"

      Beriah's face, if completely human, would show concern. "No. We are the Healers from the Land of Barass. I am Beriah." He motions toward Cetaf.

      SNAFU.

      I interrupt him. "Yeah, yeah. You're not hurt? I thought I heard a gunshot. I'm sure I did." I look up to the man in the window and see him hanging there, half in and half out of the window, his tie a creek from which blood streams down the building's side.

      

      Homo Sapiens is the current point in a line which started two hundred millennia ago, from one female in fact - an "Eve." At that time, there were three distinct lines, all modern human-like life coming from that same point in time, Eve1, Eve2, and Eve3. The other two lines died out meaning, if there was ever a One-Tongue, it was a product of Eve1's line.

      Class is starting. It started long ago but I didn't know how to attend.

      How did they know what would happen? Are their eyes so much better than mine? I look into first Beriah's then Jenreel's then Cetaf's and wonder if their eyes are the color of Eve2's or Eve3's.

      Maybe yes, maybe no. What I begin to learn is their use of language and how different it is from my own. Does one's language dictate one's truth?

      What is the truth? Even in the face of undeniable evidence, it is still only that which we are willing to accept as true. The Russians landed on solid ground and the man in the window, much like Mrs. Woodbury, couldn't accept the truth of it.

      It is tough to become a beginner.
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