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Friends, family and co-workers (also my friends),


I spent significantly less time with all of you because I was writing this. I wanted to hang out more. Without this, I would have lost my heart and head and been no good to any of you. But I’ve always needed you too, even if it hasn’t always been obvious.


Mom and dad,


Sorry it took me becoming a parent to fully appreciate you, but I guess that’s the cycle. Now I understand what you did and continue to do for me. Thank you.









This book is dedicated to my wife,


who didn’t complain once, not once,


when I would have a thousand times.


•


I can never write the rare times we fight


It’s all for you and the ones you grew









Frightened by my unrefined visibility


I reach through the fog and can’t feel you next to me


I start to lose control, fall to my knees, ready to die


Then your face begins to form,
as a bird dives through a hole in the sky


My tear-stained eye









PROLOGUE


GIDEON


(Long Ago)


The planetarium was dark but for two candles. One, on a desk at the edge of the round room, cast a dim halo over a drift of parchment littered with star charts and equations. The other burned strong on a ledge fastened to the side of a large telescope.


Gideon stood on a wooden ladder at the base of his instrument and adjusted a set of dials. His eyes darted from the dials to the eyepiece, back and forth. Inside, the ancient lights collected in his curved lenses. Above the world they glistened like crystal dust.


One hung in relative isolation, as though in its own small pool of black space. It shone larger and weaker than all the others. Gideon stared at it through the opening in the dome and allowed himself to hope.


Twenty turns in wait for the orbits of Qol and this dark star to converge again. Twenty turns building and refining his telescope. All that time growing more obsessed with reaching this moment, for he was certain that it was no star at all but another planet revolving around Nurin.


Some in Teles believed him. Those strong in the faith warned him and reminded any who gave him an audience that the Mind dreamt only of Qol. Most were unmoved. Even if he was right, it would be nothing but a cold, lifeless rock.


This fact plagued him through the long nights. The idea that they wouldn’t care even if he finally reached his goal—that terrified him.


They will care, he told himself as he stroked the curved body of the telescope. They will care, and they will write songs of me.


Gideon looked into the eyepiece. Within was a dull nimbus. It grew bigger and brighter as he turned a dial, and he began to fear the worst, that it was just a star after all.


Mind, I’ll end it now if I’m wrong.


The light began to fade. A gray sphere grew larger in the lens, then consumed it.


Gideon pulled back. It was done. He was right. He held another world inside his telescope. He raised his arms to the sky. The stars showered him with light, and he bathed in glory and vindication. He laughed in the face of that old haunting thought, that this discovery could possibly fail to capture their minds and cement his name.


But what he saw next, as he drew closer, was inconsistent with his theories. First a patch of atmosphere. Then a jagged line bisecting the surface of the planet. Closer still.


An ocean!


Three hollowed mountains along the coast.


Surely volcanic.


Around the middle one, a semicircle of six dark squares, evenly spaced.


No.


He went limp and fell from the ladder.
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Will Lark drove south on 101 from Sonoma to San Francisco on a cool evening in March. The sky was clear and blue north of the city, out of the fog’s reach. The sun hung above the rolling green hills of Marin as they flew by in the windows of his faded green hatchback.


He rolled up the windows, muting the wind and the traffic, and hit play. New rock emerged from the void, first the beat, then the bass, then an echoing voice wrapped in soft distortion. He got lost in it for a while, lost in the overgrown jungle of his thoughts and feelings. He turned it down and called Elle.


“William,” she said. “How far are you? Doors open at seven-thirty.”


“Almost to the bridge, love.”


“Good boy. I’m just finishing a couple of things.”


“I have some thoughts.”


“Can they wait? I’ll be home in an hour.”


“They certainly cannot. It’s the universe, for crying out loud.” He chuckled, but he wasn’t kidding.


She sighed. “The universe. Two minutes. I want to get out of here.”


He dove in. “So I’ve been thinking a lot about consciousness these days. You know, what it is, what it’s made of, that kind of stuff. Is it part of us, part of our physics, from conception? Is it something we tune into at a certain point in utero? Has it been there all along? You know what I mean?”


“Probably? I’d have to think about it. Transhuman psychology?”


“Transpersonal.”


“Let’s pick this up later.”


“Eh,” he groaned. It was how these conversations always went. He was sure she didn’t get it, but he never explained it well, and he was always picking the wrong times. “Fine.”


“See you in an hour.”


“Elle?”


“What’s up?”


“I’ve got some real doubt.”


“Don’t doubt it. It’s a good job.”


He paused, felt. “It doesn’t feel right. I’m going against my mind.”


“That’s from a song.”


“It’s the truth. Everything I’ve learned about myself contradicts this decision.”


“We’ll make the best of it. You know that.”


Sometimes he didn’t. “You and this place for the concrete jungle. And the winters again.”


“I’ll be there in less than a year, and we’ll learn to love it.”


Sometimes he wasn’t sure.


“I’ve gotta go,” she said. “We’ll talk later, promise.”


He tossed his phone onto the passenger seat, cranked the radio, and breathed. Change was coming, and he had his doubts, sure, but he was still here and still living. And he wasn’t going to get this view many more times, so he dropped the drama and soaked it in as he slipped into the tunnel north of the city: the road curved; the far mouth opened slowly like the eye of a camera; the south red tower sprung from the left wall and slid right into the center; and the near north tower followed, looming over the highway as he emerged into magic hour glow. Beyond, radiant in slanted light, was the bay and a city built on hills.
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They lived at 1449 Washington Street, a blue, three-story apartment building with a red door facing north on the steep western slope of Nob Hill, one of San Francisco’s original seven. Will stood on the roof drinking a beer. He squinted at the sun, which hung between the towers of the Golden Gate. Pastel buildings rolled away in waves beneath him. The park was golden green in the distance. The bay and ocean shined.


He reflected. Three years had been an era. California was a myth when he and Elle started out across the country, and they drove right into it, fearless. They came looking for something, and they didn’t know what, but it didn’t matter. They knew they would find it, and so they did, their own versions. They found it in the mountains and the ocean and their crew of fellow soul-searching, party-going misfits. They heard it at the Fillmore and the Warfield and the Boom Boom Room in the music that defined their era and fueled their individuality.


Connections, he thought.


They’d grown like neurons, linking the crew to each other, to the city, and to the surrounding green and blue beauty.


I could swear it’s physical.


This feeling was the proof Will had been searching for his entire life, proof that he belonged in this world. It was a bridge over the chasm inside him, the vacuum of his orphan identity. And she’d helped him build it, one bolt and cable at a time.


And I’m leaving. But I’ve got my reasons, sure.


He tried to let it slide.


Chapters close and people move. You might as well deal.


He wrote a few thoughts down in the little blue spiral notebook that he carried in his back pocket. Then he opened his wallet, took out two concert tickets, and held them up for the city to see. He downed the rest of his beer, cracked another, and watched the red sun sink into the Pacific beneath the bridge.


He climbed down the fire escape ladder onto the landing outside of their apartment on the top floor. Their building was flush with 1447 except for a column of space housing a wooden staircase and a narrow, fenced-over gap at ground level. He was about to walk inside when he saw someone pass under 1449 into the laundry room and storage spaces. He’d been meaning to tell their neighbors that he was leaving and that Elle was moving out, so he started down.


He looked around. “Hello?” But there was no one there. He took the short passage to the half-submerged door that led to Washington Street. He opened it and looked up the hill, down it. No neighbors. Nobody. A trolly clanged past. Maybe whoever he’d seen had run to catch it. He walked back up.


Raider, black mutt of boundless energy, bottomless, iron stomach, and unknown origin or breed—some lab, some shepherd probably—waited in the kitchen, pawing his bowl and wagging his tail. Will hugged him, kissed him, fed him, grabbed another beer, and danced into the living room. He’d left the stereo on, and it was now blasting another inspired medium of the new rock. He brought his head to the speakers and sang for the cheap seats. Raider ran to the front door, which meant that someone was coming up the stairs. He didn’t bark, which meant it was Elle. Will opened the door, and Raider took off down the hall.


“Who’s that?” she called from the stairwell. “Is that my baby? Hello, baby!” Raider came running back, and Elle was fast on his heels. They had places to be, and she was never late for a party. Her freckled cheeks were rosy from her hustle. Her thick brown bun bobbed. She beamed her gray-green eyes at Will and kissed him on the cheek without stopping. “Hello, William.”


He watched her go, indulging in the view, wondering why in God’s name he was leaving. She disappeared into their bedroom, popped out seconds later wrapped in a towel (that milky skin, those subtle curves, Jesus), and turned a sharp corner into the bathroom. He smiled and thanked his lucky stars. She could shower and dress quicker than most men. But what she gained in time she did not give up in beauty, for she was a natural.


They drove over Pacific Heights and down Fillmore Street. The bars and restaurants were alive with pulsing music, flashing flatscreens, and a buzzing, happy horde of human beings fired up over not having to work for two and a half days.


Elle put her chin up on the steering wheel. “This place is awesome.”


“It really is,” Will replied and slipped into heavy thoughts.


Goddamn, it’s getting harder not to slip.


But this time he was not alone, and every pang in his heart was a pang in hers.


“We did it right, didn’t we?” she said.


He exhaled. It was the exact question he needed to answer. “Yeah, we did.”


Three years was an era.


They parked a block from 2000 Post, a labyrinthian five-story apartment complex home to two of the crewmembers. It was once the site of Winterland, a hallowed dive of a music hall infamous for being too hot and having terrible sound. It was a beloved venue despite these qualities, maybe more so because of them, and the Grateful Dead had played there over fifty times. Now all that remained of the counterculture was an eleven-by-sixteen black-and-white in the lobby, a freeze frame from one of those heady nights. But Will, Elle, and theirs did their part to keep the spirit alive before making their own history at another historic SF concert hall a few blocks away.


They performed their preshow ritual with the fervor and passion of their youth. They indulged in drink, smoke, loud music, loud conversation, laughter. Work? What work? Fuck work. Worries? About what? Quarter-life crisis? What’s that? They were present, living, together. The city was on, and there were tour buses parked outside the Fillmore. Life was a beer and a high five and music and a dozen bright smiles.


It was a spirited walk to the show. Will felt untouchable. And he decided it was time. As much as he loved this place and these people, he was ready for the next step, ready to transition from incessantly asking questions about life (their time in SF had been, among other things, a three-year booze, smoke, and nature-induced brainstorm) to answering some for himself and harnessing the potential they’d discovered. It didn’t matter where he was or what job he had. It didn’t have to be perfect. There was no set path. He would be strong and in tune no matter what. Hell, maybe he’d even start looking into his parents again after he got settled, but no expectations.


Will felt good. He felt resolved. But it didn’t last—it never did these days. Because every time he reflected on his decision, his mind started pushing back. Like he was going against it. Elle passed through a bleary puddle of light spilling from a streetlamp, and his stomach flipped.


Jesus Christ. Hold it together, man.


Fear gripped him. Fear of loss. Fear of that bridge collapsing and him falling into the void.


She’ll be there in less than a year. Visits every month in the meantime.


It hit him like a hammer to the chest: the crux.


Love is a risk.


The more love you give someone, the more you receive, the more pain you’ll feel when you’re parted.


And it never doesn’t happen.


She squeezed his shoulder. Her voice was an island in a sea of noise: “What are you thinking right now?”


They were buried in the heart of the crowd beneath the glowing billboard of the Fillmore. The heart throbbed, rumbled, cackled. He took her hand. “Nothing,” he said.


“Not nothing.”


“I’m ready. Let’s go.”


She touched her nose to his. Her eyes were twin gray-green galaxies surrounding black holes. “I know this transition is bringing up old shit. That’s fine. We’ll work through it. Life is good—you know that. Growing up is hard, but I love you, and it’s Friday night, so deal with yourself, okay?”


“Exactly. I know.”


She led him into the venue and up the red-carpeted staircase. The great wall grew from the top step as they ascended, floor-to-ceiling framed photos of epic performances and afterparties starting sometime in the sixties. The bucket of red apples sat reliably on its table. Will grabbed one, took a juicy bite, and strolled the gallery, feeling as he always did amongst these legends, hopeful and grateful and jealous. He stopped and stared at a young Miles Davis, trumpet to his lips, sunglasses on in a dark room backstage somewhere. There was some secret beneath those shades, Will was sure of it, and he wished he’d been born to do something instead of having to figure it out.


A heart-sparking whistle from beyond the double doors. A special bird. The shadow crowd, three thousand strong on a mission of joy, crackled with electricity and squirmed with delicious anticipation in the low, pre-show blue light. Elle, a singular silhouette at the edge, bounced and whistled and waved him in.


They went upstairs at set break, bought beers, and took a seat along the balcony rail. They talked about the set and kissed. She told him that she loved him, and he told her the same, but then he got quiet. He didn’t doubt what they had, not really. Love was never the issue. It was life, and he felt it pulling them apart even as they sat there. “All these decisions,” he said.


“It’s life,” she said.


He smirked. It was like she could read his thoughts sometimes.


She reached into her pocket. “I have something for you,” she said.


“Oh.”


“It’s a moving-on-to-the-next-chapter present. Weird story, actually. I was in the Haight looking for something to get you. I walked around for a while, didn’t see anything I loved, and I’m about to leave when this street vendor calls out to me. He’s got a booth with a bunch of hemp jewelry, crystals, that kind of stuff. I say no thanks, and he says, ‘Boy traveler?’”


Will frowned. “Huh.”


“Yeah. So, I go over to him. He’s got these tiny black eyes, and his face is cracked, like really dry skin, scaley almost. He’s wearing a Giants hat, bald underneath, I think. He grabs my hand.” Elle took Will’s hand. “He opens it up and gives me this.” She placed in his palm a small, rectangular, dark green stone tied to a black string. “He looks me in the eyes and says, ‘Karma stone, boy traveler.’ Then he closes my hand.” She closed Will’s hand around the stone. “Pushed his cart away after that. Didn’t even ask for money.” She paused. “Karma means things come around. You’re headed back before me, but I’ll be there soon.”


Will rolled the stone over in his hand and traced its edges with his fingertips. It felt strangely familiar, not as though he’d seen it before, but as though he’d anticipated having it. “Thank you,” he said.


“You’re welcome. Two weeks left. Let’s make ’em count.”


He put the string over his head and dropped the stone into his T-shirt. They drank a toast to karma, then went downstairs for the second set.
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Lying in bed, I watch the images flow through the living darkness that may be the back of my eyelids or the recesses of my mind. Shapes and faces emerge, shift, fizzle out, and reemerge as something new. But one image lingers: two large screws, which I know are mine, slowly coming unscrewed.


L shakes me awake. She holds a finger to her lips and flashes her eyes at the bedroom door. I grab my pocketknife off my bedside table and creep into the living room. There’s no one there. I check the bathroom and the kitchen. Nothing. When I get back to our room, she’s sound asleep. Raider hasn’t stirred.


The next scene I know is a dream. I’m fighting my way through a mob, beating and killing with my hands, trying to get L to safety. We run into an abandoned building, down a narrow, dark hall, through a door, down another hall. We make it outside, and I feel release. I could have lost her, but it’s over.


Except it’s never over in my dreams.


We’re living in a ghetto of cardboard boxes. The soldiers patrolling the border are drunker than usual, and I think we can slip past them. But the second it crosses my mind, more come and start building a wall. We live there for a long time. The struggle brings us closer. One day the soldiers set us free, just the two of us, but they never say why, and they’re grinning as we leave.


We’re standing on a mountain road overlooking a wooded valley. There’s a boy with us, eleven years old or so, very sad. A bee buzzes around our heads. We all know that it’s fatally venomous, but the boy keeps trying to get it to sting him. I see his face close up. He’s frightened and defeated. He’s seen the darkness and wants to give up. It feels merciless to stop him, and I wonder at the cruelty of our world that a boy should want to die.


The dream intensifies, purifies, deepens. The boy’s hand fills my field of vision. The bee lands on his finger, walks around, settles, stings.








Staring up at the ceiling, Will replayed the dreams in his mind from start to finish, then wrote them down in his little blue spiral notebook. The bee dream in particular carried weight. He felt terrible for the boy.


He got out of bed and shuffled half-asleep into the living room—and froze. A black bumblebee clung to the screen outside the room’s lone window. He tiptoed up to it.


“Strange of you to be here, bee.”


He looked down at the decks and small courtyards inside the city block. He saw himself standing down there, staring up at something. He felt heavy, like something was trying to drag him down.


Elle stepped out of the bedroom. She looked rattled.


“You okay?” he asked.


“I think so,” she said. “Nightmare.”


“Tell me.”


“It’s messed up, and it’s about you.”


“It’s fine,” he said, though nothing about that moment felt fine.


She noticed the bee. “All black.”


He swallowed. “Yeah.”


“We were in this dingy motel room. You’d slit your wrists and were bleeding out. I begged you to let me help, but you were belligerent.”


“Man.”


“Uh-huh. There was blood everywhere, on the bed, the walls. I tried to call for help, but you grabbed the phone and threw it against the wall. You blocked the door and screamed at me. You calmed down eventually but only so you could try and convince me to kill myself too.”


Will said he was sorry. She said don’t worry about it. He asked if she remembered waking him up in the middle of the night and motioning toward the door, but she was sure that didn’t happen.


He took a scalding hot shower. He tried to burn it all off, the dreams, the bee. It didn’t work. Something else was stuck in his mind now, something he remembered from a documentary that one of his professors at CHS, the Center for Holistic Studies, had shown in class one time. A transpersonal psychologist had said in an interview that every morning he asked the universe to show him some sign that day, some “coincidence,” something to prove that he was connected to the universe and interacting with it. Apparently, it worked for this guy all the time. Will thought he would give it a try, but he’d start tomorrow. The universe had shown him enough for one day.


The beach at Crissy Field was empty, owing to a light, cold drizzle. It was good hangover weather, and Raider had the entire beach to himself to chase his tennis ball. The clouds made a fluffy gray blanket. A wet, salty breeze blew in off the translucent blue-green bay. Will listened to the waves. He gazed out at Alcatraz and Angel Island. He’d been to the prison a few times but hadn’t stepped foot on the Angel in his three years. He imagined himself there now wandering the tree-lined paths, circling the hill on his way to the top, and looking out at the city.


He awoke from this daydream to find Elle and Raider a hundred yards down the beach. She threw the ball into the bay, Ray went crashing through the waves after it, and Will shed a happy tear. His girl and his dog in his city. The bridge in the background, the mountains of Marin.


But then, a shadow in the water. Will’s heart rate kicked up. He started running. “Whoa, whoa,” he yelled.


Elle looked at him, then out at the bay. “What?”


Raider snatched the ball and turned back to shore. A shark closed.


“Come on, Raider!” Will cried. “Let’s go, buddy!”


“Will, you’re freaking me out,” Elle said.


“Come on, Raider!” Will skidded to a halt as a man in a wet suit stood up in the water. Raider walked out, tail wagging, tennis ball in his mouth and his tongue hanging out. “Holy shit,” Will said. He put his hands behind his head and walked it off.


“What?” Elle shouted.


“Nothing, nothing. I’m sorry. I just—shit, I thought I saw a shark swimming after Ray.”


Elle pointed to the swimmer, now walking up the beach and pretending not to hear them. “Him?”


“Yeah, him.”


She punched Will hard in the shoulder. “You dick. You almost gave me a fucking heart attack.” She leashed Ray and stormed off toward the parking lot.


Will rubbed his shoulder, looked at the swimmer, looked out at Angel Island. “Yeah,” he said to himself. “Let’s get out of here.”


They were halfway home when Elle got a text from one of the crewmembers. They were headed out for some hair of the dog.


“You down?” she asked.


He shrugged. “Of course.”


They stopped at 1449 to drop off Ray. Elle circled the block while Will walked him up. He whimpered and sniffed at the door as Will fumbled with his keys.


“Easy, man,” Will said and opened the door.


Ray went rabid and took off into the kitchen. Will turned the corner in time to see an orange cat slip out of the window. A second later, a cat food commercial starring Garfield came on the TV, which apparently Will had left on. Will scratched a cheek and left.


Standing outside with his back against the red door, he watched a huge bald dude in a Canadian tuxedo roll down Washington on a bike way too small for him and with a white rubber snake wrapped around the handlebars. Elle pulled up, Will sat down in the passenger seat of the hatchback, and a DJ announced the song, “Here I Go Again” by Whitesnake. Will slapped the off button, chewed a fingernail, tapped a foot, and thought about that transpersonal psychologist from the documentary.


He went straight to the bar and downed half a vodka tonic before joining Elle and the crew at a picnic table in a back corner. They looked beat up from the night before, but they had beers in their hands, and they were starting to perk up.


Pitchers were ordered, delivered, and promptly emptied. Everyone raved about the show from last night and told stories (the jams, the drinks, the laughs, the minds blown) from past Fillmore shows and shows from the Warfield, the Elbo Room, the Independent, the Great American Music Hall, others. They played a few games of pool. Everything was in its right place.


Except Will couldn’t quite get comfortable. He chalked it up to being more hungover than he originally thought, which was a solvable problem or at least should have been. He downed four drinks before the clock struck one and when that didn’t work stepped outside for a couple hits of grass. Hits taken, he snapped his Zippo shut, turned to walk back inside, and noticed a poster on the wall advertising a show at the Boom Boom Room on St. Paddy’s Day. There was no band name, just the time, the place, and two hands poised over a keyboard, ready to strike or cast a spell. Someone had drawn lightning bolts in neon highlighter from the fingers to the keys. Staring down at his own hands, Will wondered, he wasn’t quite sure why, whether there was some physical truth to the image.


He walked straight past the crew to the bathroom, which was tiny and dim and reeked of piss. The red walls were covered in tags, poems, cartoons, solicitations, and phone numbers, all in black marker. The lone urinal was occupied, so Will took the lone stall, where it hit him, finally and all at once, the booze and smoke. He closed his eyes, tried to relax, tried to understand why he couldn’t, and realized the obvious truth. It was the stress of leaving. It snuck up on him at times. It drove him to anxiety before he knew what was happening. But he told himself it was normal and nothing to worry about.


Then he opened his eyes and saw, at eye level on the right wall, in black marker, a snake wrapped around the body of a cat. They were both staring at him.


He suddenly doubted whether stress could account for dreams about suicide, bees that showed up on windows the next morning, phantom sharks, karma stones, and serial cat and snake sightings. He left the bathroom without zipping and made a beeline for the bar.
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Getting obliterated worked. Will was in too much pain Sunday morning to feel any emotional disquiet. He spent the day napping on and off, eating cold pizza, and watching shitty TV. The image from the bathroom surfaced occasionally, but he saw it through a very foggy mind’s eye.


Monday came, and he was back on stable ground, more or less. The change was shaking him up, yes, fine, but he wasn’t going to let it prevent him from enjoying what time he had left. He hadn’t quit his job waiting tables a month before departure (and borrowed a few bucks from George to do so) to sit around moping and freaking out. He went for a hard run with Raider, did three sets of pull-ups and sit-ups back at the apartment, then took a long, hot shower.


Towel around his waist, he sat on the futon and pulled his camera case out of the trunk that served as their coffee table. Inside the case, scribbled on a piece of mini looseleaf torn from one of his little blue books, was a list of filming locations within the city and outside of it in all directions. He’d formed a plan to memorialize his time in the Bay Area by traveling back to each of his favorite spots and capturing them on video. He was going to build himself a library that he could dip into back east whenever he needed it, whenever he felt his connection to the west side wavering.


He ran a finger down the list and stopped on Stinson Beach, a perfect place to start. It offered classic NorCal scenery and plenty of room for Ray to let loose. He grabbed a new little blue book from the trunk and tossed the latest one inside, its last pages filled with the bee dream.


They cruised up Lombard’s main drag, Ray propped up on the center console, Will filming the Monday morning commute through the windshield and front windows of the hatchback. He shot the cars, the drivers, the storefronts, the pedestrians, the traffic lights. He shot the Palace of Fine Arts and the towers of the Golden Gate rising from the Presidio. Crossing over the bridge, he stuck his camera out of the window and shot the shimmering Pacific through the flickering red cables to the soundtrack of the rushing wind.


They picked up Route 1 at Tam Junction Center beneath Mount Tamalpais and headed northwest up the winding mountain road. Ascending, Will captured streaming trunks and valleys through gaps in the timber. Descending, he captured rolling green hills and the ocean again as they snaked their way down into the sleepy seaside village of Stinson.


The beach was empty on a Monday morning. Raider ran off and dug a hole. Will took panoramas of the crescent shoreline, the sighing sea, the hills, the endless blue sky. He took close-ups of rocks and dead crabs, weathered sticks, ripples in the sand. He filled his camera with every broad perspective and every fine detail so he would never forget, so he could always look back and see exactly how it was. Underlying it all was the slow rhythm of the waves. Engulfed in the scene, Will walked out into the water.






Waves slide slowly up the beach, then recede, fracturing into a billion tiny ripples. I close my eyes, listen and feel. Cold water laps my legs. Warm wind caresses my face and body. Energy flows behind my lids, a matrix of pixels where images form and fizzle, form and fizzle. I breathe deep. I think I understand for the first time how the word psyche can mean mind, breath, and spirit at the same time. And for a timeless split second of intuition, I know what the Buddha and the Dead meant when they said this is all just a dream.








Will took a seat on the sand and wrote those words down in his fresh little blue book. He then dropped it into his bag and pulled out another book, a thick paperback that had been assigned, just before he dropped out of CHS, by the same professor who’d shown that documentary. According to the back cover it summarized the findings of two Nobel Prize-winning scientists, one a quantum physicist and the other a neurosurgeon and psychologist, who had independently come to the conclusion that reality and perception had holographic properties. Will cracked the binding.


He didn’t get very far.


In the epigraph the physicist assured readers that the world of appearances was real, the world as humans perceived it on a daily basis. But, he said, if one examined the world using a holographic system, if one penetrated that surface experience, one discovered a more elemental reality, the quantum-mystical properties of which helped explain things that had hitherto been inexplicable scientifically, things like paranormal phenomena and synchronicity.


The instant Will finished reading this, a bee landed on the book, walked across it, then buzzed off. Heart thumping, he slammed the book shut, shoved it into his bag, and bade farewell to Stinson Beach with a forced smile.


The corner store was dead, and Will was grateful for that as he speed-walked back to the coolers. Only the cashier would see him buy a six-pack before noon on a Monday. But his hopes were dashed: another customer reflected in the glass doors. He turned. There was no one there. He slapped himself in the face, paid, and left.


Two cold ones and some psychedelic rock blasted at thought-obliterating volume eased him down a few notches, and he decided not to let this bullshit anxiety get in the way of his filming. He pulled off 101 just north of the Golden Gate and took the steep switchback road up to the Marin Headlands.


He walked the clifftop trail with one eye on the foldout viewing screen of his camera and the other on the smashing surf far below. He shot the north tower, which had never seemed to him so red, so towering, and so close. He shot the city, which had never seemed such a massive, complex, and alluring maze, jutting out on its peninsula and framed by the curvy, green Santa Cruz Mountains. The bay was a big blue lagoon. Sailboats circled the Angel as though in ritual worship.


He reached the crumbling battlement foundation at the top of Headlands and only then noticed the wall of fog advancing on the coast. Freight ships raced for the bridge.


They’ll never make it, he thought. They’ll all be consumed.


A hawk crossed his screen, one second thirty feet above the cliffs and the next a thousand feet over the ocean and heading straight for the fog.


Turn away, Will pleaded.


Someone moved in his periphery, down by a patch of trees. He watched. Waited. Nothing.


“Raider,” he said. “Let’s go.”


He felt for his knife in his pocket and started down.


He cranked the stereo, tapped his left foot, drummed the steering wheel, turned the music off, rolled the windows down, rolled them up, turned the music on, turned it off, punched the steering wheel. “This is bullshit, man. Pull yourself together.” He managed to slow his heart rate as he hit the toll, but it picked back up again as he crossed over the bridge and was swallowed by the fog.


He raced through the city, parked illegally on Washington, and ran up the hill with Raider to 1449. Inside he turned the stereo on, turned it off, slammed a fist on the kitchen counter.


“You’re not being followed, you freak.”


And just like that he felt better. It helped just giving voice to that ridiculous idea. He was queasy about leaving, but this was getting out of hand. What he needed was to talk it over with himself and pick apart what was really bothering him. Then the symptoms would fade. What he needed was some time on the roof.


But the fog. He’d almost forgotten about it. This wasn’t your routine San Fran mist, rolling in late afternoon with every intention of lifting before sundown. It was slate gray and thick as soup. It had swallowed the city from the Sunset District along the coast to lower Pacific Heights and was now creeping up the streets of Nob Hill.


Shadows swam in the fog sea. The sky rumbled. A pigeon took flight from a puddle on the roof, lifted, and turned south in a long, smooth arc. It passed behind a door protruding from the roof of the yellow building directly behind 1449, higher up on the hill.


Will’s entire world collapsed into a single point of potential energy quaking in the space behind that door. The door was menacing and inevitable. It was the cause of all his anxiety. It was the object casting the shadows in his mind. It was the black fountain source of his haunting dreams and the strange “coincidences” he’d been experiencing. These truths were inescapable, and Will had never felt so afraid in his life.


Time slipped. Thunder cracked. He was standing in the pouring rain, staring in the direction of the door, now lost to the fog. He climbed down the ladder mindlessly. Inside the apartment, he peeled off his clothes and lay naked on the futon.
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Will’s mind defended itself. It had no choice. The episode on the roof was effectively swept under the rug.


The Ladies of the orphanage had raised him to respect his shadow side. George had taught him that dealing with the bad shit required thinking about it sometimes, and Elle had demanded this of him. He credited his ability to lead a relatively normal life with this consistent philosophy and his eventual acceptance that his parents were either assholes, dead, or for some legitimate reason had to give him up. But suppression was another arrow in his quiver, and there were times when it was the only option.


Will had reached the point of suspecting a door of infiltrating his life. This was not sustainable. He had one choice if he wanted to avoid unraveling, and that was to bury his strange thoughts and forget where he dug the hole.


A week went by, and he managed to live his life. He found solace and distraction in his film project. His angst lingered, but it was once again intelligible. He was leaving his friends, his girl, and his dog behind to start a new life. It was sad and uncertain, but it was normal. He was not losing his mind. He was having a quarter-life crisis.


In dreams, however, he was exposed. In the subconscious realms, his suppressed concerns maintained their energy and demanded attention. And one sweaty night, something bigger, from somewhere deeper, rose to the surface.






When I was six, I had two lucid dreams within days of each other. They became recurring, and I experienced both a handful of times over the next decade or so before they went dormant sometime in high school. They came back to me this week. I’m trying very hard not to read into that.


I lie shaking in my bed in the orphanage. All the other beds are empty. A figure looms over me, a shadow. I don’t see it, I don’t dare look up, but it smothers me, squeezes, suffocates, feeds, sucks on my soul, and I know nothing but terror.


The interpretation may be obvious. Fear of death, perhaps. And that’s normal, that’s human. But what lingers, what stalks, for days, sometimes longer, is a sense of premonition.


My lucid nightmare has an opposite. Its pain and darkness meet their match in the joy and light induced by my other recurring dream.


I’m very young, two, maybe three. I’m lying on a stone floor and looking up at a vague female imago. I don’t know her, but I have always known her. She smiles. She radiates strength and faith. I know that whatever troubles we meet in this world, we will navigate through them. But now is not the time to worry about those things. She kisses me on the forehead, imprinting her soul on my soul, and I am filled with love beyond description. She steps back and disappears, but I know I will see her again.


I hadn’t experienced these dreams in years, and they chose this week to return. Dreams about defending L and being a hero are tied to my insecurities, I know. But these two run deeper and may go beyond me.


I know now what a goddess is, and that the woman is mine. And the shadow, that fucking shadow is a god. And she has always come back for me, but so has the other.
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Will and Raider scratched off all but a few locations on the filming list. He and Elle went on a handful of dates and got hammered with the crew in their apartments and favorite haunts. He had coffee with a few former coworkers and classmates. He saw just about everyone and every place at least one more time, all with mixed emotions. He wrote in his little blue spiral notebooks every day, mostly about his dreams. He had less than a week left.


He was riding the 34 bus downtown and sweating bullets. He still had a few loose ends to tie, and he’d set up a goodbye meeting with one of his former professors at CHS. He was now deeply regretting it. He’d attended the Center for Holistic Studies for less than a semester with aspirations of becoming an activist or psychoanalyst or something before about-facing and launching into his dubious pursuit of the greater comfort promised by a career in finance. Student loans were a legitimate concern, sure, but they were not the real reason he’d dropped out, if he was being honest with himself. He loved CHS, but it terrified him. These people were probing deeply into themselves and into the energy and systems in which they were embedded. It was beautiful, but it was also alarmingly self-analytical. Will just wasn’t ready yet.


He stood on the corner of Mission and 10th looking up at the lone, four-story brick building that comprised the campus. He thought about hopping back onto the bus, but it pulled away and abandoned him. He dropped some change into the coffee can belonging to the woman who’d been sitting against the stop sign there every single time he’d come and gone over the last few months and probably every day for the last decade by the look and smell of her. She was passed out with her chin on her chest, dried puke on her filthy sweater. He knew he’d never see her again, and that hurt him more than was rational. He wished he’d asked her name. He wished her good luck.


The lobby settled him down a bit. It always did. The incense, the soft light, the low, ambient music coming from speakers he’d never been able to locate. He took the stairs to the second floor. Jazz seeped out of room 202. He rapped a knuckle on the door, and Jill invited him in.


She turned in her swivel chair as he stepped inside. Her loose clothes rippled, bracelets and necklaces jangled. Her cropped, fire-orange hair warmed him. Her artic blue eyes, dripping with unencumbered presence and genuine interest, scared him. He knew that look was not reserved for him but was the way she took in all the world and its inhabitants. Still, they were difficult eyes to meet.


“Hi, Will,” she said. “Have a seat if you want.”


“Great, thanks,” he said. “Thanks for taking the time.” He closed the door but not all the way. He sat in the only other chair.


“Of course,” she said.


He risked her eyes, then looked away, racked with guilt. She embodied CHS to him. She was a change agent, a spirit guide, a scientist of the human mind, the final frontier. A couple of years learning from people like her, and Will would have been well on his way to self-realization, he hardly doubted it. But he hadn’t lasted there, and he felt like a dipshit for showing his face again. He scratched the back of his neck and shifted in his seat.


“Thanks for coming, Will,” Jill said. “I was sorry to hear that you’re leaving, but I’m sure you’re excited for what’s next.”
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