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  They say when you talk to God it’s prayer,




  but when God talks to you,




  it’s schizophrenia.




  





  —Fox Mulder, The X-Files




  




  




  




  THIRTY-ONE




  Ahead, a highway interchange looms. A big green sign suggests I either continue on the 5 to Stockton and Sacramento or take 580 toward Tracy and San Francisco. But when I actually reach the interchange, I realize the decision has already been made for me. There are no lanes for I-5. There is another green sign, and the beginnings of an exit, but then the asphalt simply ends, as if it never existed, and instead of a highway I see empty desert stretching toward the horizon.




  If my car were a truck, some rugged four-wheel-drive thing, if I veered off the road and drove in the direction of Stockton and Sacramento, would I eventually reach these cities? I don’t think I would. I’m not sure they even exist. Clearly the only reason the roads I’m driving on are paved is because I’m expected to take them. Whether I decided this or it was decided for me is up for debate, but apparently my destination is a foregone conclusion.




  And you want to know something else? This isn’t the first time I’ve been here.




  If you asked me yesterday if I had ever been to California, I would have said no without hesitation. Which maybe is odd for a man who wants to write screenplays for a living, but it’s true nonetheless. Or so I’ve always believed. Being here now I realize I’ve seen this freeway before, and I don’t mean in the fleeting déjà vu sense. I know for sure I’ve driven through this flat, grassy plain and seen those green hills to the west, have perhaps seen them many times. This is how I know so easily where I’m going without having to follow directions.




  And the car behind me, that brown sedan? I’ve seen it before, too.




  I’ve been on the run for more than a thousand miles. I’ve come across the mountains and desert, and I thought I lost them in Arizona, but there they are, the two FBI agents, Scruggs and Smith. They wear Stetson hats, did I tell you that? I’m pretty sure I did. Gray hats and matching gray suits, both of them. In the interrogation room I thought I had stepped onto the set of a bad period film, so baffling was their choice of clothing. Even their accusations were absurd, that I had somehow orchestrated all of this, and yet it turned out they were dead serious. Almost fifteen hundred miles later, there is nothing in my world more serious, because if I don’t figure out a way to lose them, I’m going to prison.




  The brown sedan is two cars back and holding its position. Scruggs and Smith seem content to follow me until I stop, which obviously means I’ll have to take an indirect route and try to lose them. The problem is I only know the one route, and I don’t really know that, anyway. This entire trip I’ve simply driven forward until it was time to make a turn, and then I made the turn. Somehow I just know.




  I pass through Tracy and then Livermore. The sky is overcast, silvery gray. There are a lot more cars on the road than there were thirty miles ago, when the highway was almost empty. Thirty miles ago I was looking forward to finally reaching Berkeley and stretching my legs. Thirty miles ago Scruggs and Smith weren’t behind me…or if they were I couldn’t see them.




  The freeway splits in two. I can take 680 south to San Jose, north to Sacramento, or continue on 580 toward Oakland. Funny how Sacramento continues to appear on road signs, as if that city actually exists. This time the exits are paved, however, and cars and trucks and tractor trailers curve around their lanes. But once they leave my sight, what happens to them? What happens to their drivers?




  Scruggs and Smith are still back there. The only car between us is a black Jeep Liberty. In the rearview mirror I notice a young woman driving it—dark, shoulder-length hair, big sunglasses—and I know I’ve seen her somewhere before. In another life, in a hospital room, somewhere. It looks like she’s smiling at me, and I remember a police officer, and a blood test, and—




  I have to do something. I have to get out of here. I can’t go to jail again. They caught me once and if it happens again I’ll never get away. I miss Gloria, and I know what she did was wrong, but somehow I think if I could get back to her everything would be different. Somehow I know we could make it work, make it all finally work, and the world would be a happy place again. But I can’t get back there if I don’t do something soon. Like now.




  After the 680 interchange, however, hills close in around me. I’m suddenly driving through a canyon and there are no exits. I see the brown sedan in my side mirror, and between us the exotic young woman in her Jeep. She’s talking on her phone. To whom? Scruggs and Smith? Someone more important? Now she begins to laugh. What’s funny about this? What’s funny about ruining my life?




  Brown grass and hills and trees. That’s all I see. Where the hell are the exits?




  A couple of tractor trailers loom directly ahead of me. Blue tractors with white trailers. There are four lanes, and I move into lane three from lane four. The brown sedan changes lanes as I do, and now there are no other cars between us. A blue Mustang in lane two pulls in front of me, driving very slowly. Now I can’t get around the tractor trailers. I swerve into lane two and hit the gas and accelerate past the Mustang. I glare at the driver, a teenage punk, and he gives me the finger.




  When I veer back into lane three I see an exit go by on my right.




  Damn it!




  Scruggs and Smith know what’s happening. I’m growing impatient. Skittish. They know I’m trying to get away. I want to move into lane four again but don’t. I’ll need a tiny bit of surprise in order to fake them out. The freeway bends gently to the right, then back to the left, then to the right again. I see another exit. There aren’t any cars near me in lane four. This is it. I’m going to cut across both lanes, take this exit, and drive into the city proper, whichever city it is. Try to lose them on surface streets.




  I’m nervous. Like palms-sweating nervous. Like mouth-dry nervous, like brain-blank nervous. The exit approaches. Castro Valley, it says. The road veers gently to the right, but I remain in lane three. Still no cars in my way. No concrete barrier dividing the highway from the exit, not yet, so I wait. And wait.




  And wait.




  Now.




  At seventy-five miles an hour I don’t know how much to turn the wheel, so I just do it. The car swerves. Tires squeal. I almost drive onto the shoulder and adjacent hillside but correct just in time. The exit takes me upward, toward what appears to be an overpass. I glance in my rearview mirror and see the brown sedan still behind me. Not as close as before but still too close for comfort. The road bends hard to the right and I’m forced to slow down. Ahead I see a traffic light. I could head for it, drive through it, hope no one hits me and find my way into town, or…




  Coming up on the left is an entrance ramp which is meant for traffic moving the opposite direction, a way to get on the highway headed west, the same direction I’ve been traveling. There is a little dirt path where cars have illegally crossed onto it from this side of the road, however, and if I wait until the last possible moment, perhaps I could get over there and put more distance between the FBI agents and me before they react.




  But I’m driving fast and can’t slow down much if I want to surprise them. A blue pickup truck enters the ramp. I don’t think I’ll hit him. I—




  I swerve onto the ramp. The driver of the truck sees me and also swerves. He’s an old man with a gray beard, and he yells at me through his window. Somehow I don’t hit him. In fact I watch him for a split second as he comes to a stop. You never expect the details you notice during a car accident. Like his license plate number: PI31415. Bizarre.




  Now I turn back around, and the world collapses around me.




  I hit a guardrail. I think. It happens so fast. My car bounces away and up the side of a hill. I try to turn back left and hit the guardrail again and my car does some kind of weird stand-up thing. And spins. Like a pirouette.




  The driver’s side door opens. I don’t know how. All I know is I end up dangling from something. The car is somehow suspended above me and the seat belt is holding me in, but it’s cutting into my side. All my weight is on the belt and it feels like a knife in my gut. The pain is enormous. I manage to get my hand near the release button. The guardrail is right there, and I could hold onto it, I’ll have to, anything to get rid of this cosmic pain.




  My fingers reach the button. I push it without hesitation and immediately fall. I reach for the guardrail with both hands, but it’s sandier than I expected and there isn’t much to hold onto.




  Below me the freeway roars. The sound is louder than you might imagine. None of the cars or their drivers seem to notice me. And I can’t hold on. Already my grip is weakening and my hands are slipping.




  “Phillips!” someone inexplicably calls from above. “Give me your hand.”




  I look up and I see Scruggs standing there in his Stetson hat and gray suit, so unbelievably he might as well be a ghost. Above him the sky is blue, too blue, like someone turned up the color saturation in Photoshop.




  “Phillips!” he says again, reaching down. I think I could grab his hand before I fell. If I wanted.




  “What are you doing?” he pleads.




  If I let him save me, then what? They take me away, I go to prison, and I might stay there the rest of my life. But that isn’t what stops me from giving him my hand.




  What stops me is the idea of being imprisoned for eternity.




  Maybe you think I’m being melodramatic, but if you saw the fear in Scruggs’ eyes you would understand.




  “Phillips!” he cries. “Don’t do this!”




  “I’m sorry.”




  He reaches for my hands, cat-quick, but I knew he was going to do that. I always know.




  The highway roars beneath me, growing louder, closer, and I hear the howl of air brakes and the screech of many tires on the asphalt. The sky above me is enormous and blue and it doesn’t look real.




  Then everything becomes quiet.




  And gray.




  I am alone.




  





  





  





  





  





  




  




  ONE




  You ever notice how life is full of coincidence? I do. Strange little things happen to me all the time, events that must surely be random but don’t feel random. Like this morning Gloria and I were late leaving for church, and for reasons that escape me she will not walk into mass even one minute late. In normal traffic on a Sunday morning the drive would consume at least fifteen minutes, perhaps even twenty if the weather were nice. The church is six miles away. There are three main cross streets and a total of seven traffic lights. If you were to leave my house nine minutes before mass was scheduled to begin, as Gloria and I did this morning, a bookie in Vegas would give you no better than 10-1 odds to arrive on time. Probably more like 20-1.




  To be honest I was sort of hoping we wouldn’t make it. I forgot to set my fantasy football lineup again, and every time I do that I end up starting a quarterback who was benched last week and a running back with turf toe and a wide receiver who tore his ACL in practice on Thursday. Whereas when I remember to set my lineup, I invariably manage to bench a player who that week scores four touchdowns for the first and only time of his career. This is what I mean about coincidence.




  Another reason I like to skip mass is because I prefer to watch football live. TiVo is great for some things, but every time I watch the Cowboys play on delay I get a call from one of my friends about a touchdown or a bad officiating call that hasn’t happened in my version of the game yet. So reality gets all fouled up and I fast forward to the present time anyway, and that’s why I try not to time-shift football games.




  But the main reason I didn’t want to sit through mass this morning is because I’m exhausted. Last night Gloria and I went to a Halloween party put on by some of her work friends. I spent the night drinking too much rum and Coke and looking for Jack, and the drunker I got, the more convinced I became he was hiding from me. There was no reason he shouldn’t have been there. He’s Gloria’s boss.




  When the party was over we were both pretty drunk, and I probably shouldn’t have been driving. I shouldn’t have been thinking, either. I think too much when I drink. I asked Gloria why Jack wasn’t at the party and she didn’t like it and we got into a fight. She told me I was being obsessive again, which upset me even more because I hardly ever bring up Jack.




  So we got home and kept arguing, and finally Gloria got out of bed and went into the spare bedroom. I sat there staring at the wall. I was very drunk. One thing I only noticed recently is how the room doesn’t spin the way it used to. After I’ve tied one on, I mean. In college I could make the room spin on a six pack of Natty Light, but these days it seems my tolerance is a lot higher. Naturally, this made me wonder if I drink too much. Whenever you’re very drunk or hungover you always think you should cut back on your drinking, but last night was different somehow. More intense. I got out of bed and walked to the spare bedroom and saw the door was closed. As drunk as I was, that turned my blood cold. Gloria has never shut a door against me, not ever.




  I opened the door slowly and called to her. She didn’t answer. The room was dark and colorless, moonlight and shadows. I could make out the vague shape of her body under the covers of the guest bed. I was quiet for a long time and eventually heard her whispering something, but I couldn’t make out what she was saying. I walked over to the bed and crawled under the covers. She was facing away from me, and her body jerked when I touched her, which turned my blood even colder. I cherish Gloria more than anything. We are kindred spirits, she and I. Years ago we found love against insurmountable odds, and I don’t understand how we sometimes end up in these terrible places, but it has to stop.




  I folded my arms around her and she stiffened against me and started to pull away. But I held her tightly and kissed the back of her neck and told her I was sorry. She struggled against me, still trying to get away, but I held tight, kissing her again and again until she finally relaxed. I told her I loved her. When she didn’t respond I told her a second time. I worried that she wasn’t going to answer me, that she wouldn’t say it back because she couldn’t. But finally she curled her hand around mine and pulled it close to her heart. She began to cry again. “I love you, too, baby,” she said. “But we can’t go on like this. We can’t. You have to let it go. You have to let Jack go.”




  And even then I could feel it, the resentment. As drunk as I was, having only just won her back, I was still gripped by irrational fear, still worried about Jack and how he would someday take Gloria away from me. But I held my tongue and said, simply, “I know.”




  We lay there for a while, and I kept thinking we should get up and go back into our own room. The guest bed is small and there’s no alarm clock in there. But I was afraid if I let go of Gloria I might never get to touch her again, that she might get up and walk out of the room and out of my life forever. So I held her tight and she held me back and eventually we drifted into a sort of mutual coma, drunk and exhausted and emotionally spent.




  Then, only moments later, or so it seemed, Gloria was jumping out of bed and sunlight was blazing through the window, stabbing my eyes even through their lids.




  “We’re late!” she cried. “Baby, we can’t miss again. We already missed last week!”




  As I said before I would have been fine skipping another mass. I would even have forgotten about the football game if Gloria remained in bed with me, her back curled against my chest. It’s been so long since we’ve done that, spent time holding each other, and I don’t know if it’s the cause or result of the distance between us.




  But Gloria wanted to go to mass, and I wanted to make her happy, so I hopped out of bed. I did my best to get ready on time, showering in three minutes, putting on clothes that weren’t quite pressed, ignoring my two-day-old stubble. We blazed toward the church at speeds that bordered on obscene. A lot of people would have been worried about being pulled over by a traffic cop, getting a ticket or maybe even going to jail, but not me, not even a little bit. I’ve never been pulled over by a police officer in my life, for anything, ever. Which may not seem that impressive to you, but I’ve been driving for eighteen years, and I speed everywhere I go. It’s a miracle I’ve never been ticketed and I’ve never been in an accident, as if, on the road, I don’t exist at all.




  Even going as fast as we were, we still shouldn’t have made it to mass on time. Not with all the traffic lights along the way. But wouldn’t you know it, on this particular morning, when even the shortest delay would have kept us from arriving on time, every single light on the way to the church was green. We walked into the chapel with one minute to spare and sat down six seconds before the scary organ music told us to stand up again. Of course we got here on time. You can’t make this stuff up.




  Let’s pretend like this is TiVo and fast forward to live programming. Right now mass is halfway over and Father Kindred is giving the homily. That’s what we Catholics call the sermon. Today’s subject is gay marriage. The Father is explaining why the Roman Catholic Church doesn’t support the idea. Loosely, his reasoning is this: Marriage is a holy union between a man and woman, and to give equal rights to homosexuals goes against natural moral law and obscures basic human values. Actually, that isn’t loose at all…it’s his exact argument. Which, I don’t know, I used to think that way, too, but these days it just seems so ridiculous. Aren’t we past all these labels and prejudices? I’m barely holding onto my own marriage so it’s probably not a good idea for me to have an opinion about someone else’s. In fact this is one of the ways Gloria has had such a positive influence on me, primarily because her brother, Michael, is gay. There was a time when I would make fun of him because I thought he was an effeminate, know-it-all elitist, and Gloria would tell me I was an insensitive prick. We went around and around about it until one day my eyes opened and I realized she was right. So I stopped being an asshole, and it took a few years, but eventually Michael and I sort of became friends.




  This is why I’m surprised to see my wife nodding as Father Kindred builds his case. I would have expected her to be frowning with disapproval, or at the very least not responding at all. Hell, now she’s almost smiling.




  In fact, as I look around the church, I see a lot of smiles and nods. More than a few people exchange knowing glances with each other, as if to share their approval of the homily. At one point Father Kindred quotes Pope Benedict, how homosexuality is an “intrinsic moral evil,” and if anyone here is offended by this statement, I can’t find them.




  Look, I realize we’re in a church. This isn’t exactly the place where you stage a gay pride rally. But my wife has told me more than once that six or seven percent of the population is gay, so if there are, say, three hundred people in this room, twenty of them have just been told they’re evil. And no one seems to have a problem with it.




  When I imagine Gloria’s brother sitting here, listening to this, it makes my head hurt. I don’t mean that metaphorically…I really am developing a headache.




  My wife gives me such a hard time when I point out how much she’s changed, but this is a perfect example. Why on earth isn’t she offended? They’re talking about her brother, for heaven’s sake. There was a time when she would have walked out of the chapel rather than listen to a homily like this. Now she just sits there, smiling. Something is different about her, and I think it has to do with Jack. Ever since she started working for him I’ve noticed little things, different things. She dresses nicer. Wears new perfume. Works longer hours. When I ask about it she tells me she’s just playing the part of a director. She makes six figures. People report to her. It’s all part of the game.




  But she and Jack have a history together, and I know she’s acting this way because of him. If I told you the whole story you would understand, but I’m not supposed to bring it up anymore because it makes me seem obsessive.




  Eventually Father Kindred finishes the homily and begins the Nicene Creed. The Creed is a long prayer the congregation recites together, and which during the course of my life I have repeated hundreds of times. I don’t really think about the content of the prayer as I recite it—it’s more of a ritual thing. We believe in one God, the Father the Almighty, maker of Heaven and Earth, of all that is seen and unseen…And for some reason, in this particular moment, it occurs to me how bizarre the whole mass is. Like, I work in a cubicle five days a week, building Internet marketing campaigns, and on Sunday I come to this odd building and chant ancient phrases along with three hundred other yahoos.




  My headache grows worse. A lot worse. When I touch my temple, I feel the brain vein pulsing with blood. Have you ever had a migraine? A real one? I get one or two a year, and sometimes they land me in bed all day. Don’t laugh. If you get migraines you know what I’m talking about.




  What’s funny is it also seems like the light in the church is different now. Everything seems to have taken on a bluish cast. Even Gloria seems a little blue. When she notices me looking at her, I smile and look away, wondering what’s wrong with me. But now at least the blue seems to fade.




  Or rather, it hasn’t so much faded as it has condensed to a point on the wall behind Father Kindred. A bright blue point.




  Either I’m hallucinating, or there is a stationary point of blue light on the back wall of the church.




  It’s really pounding now, my head. And strangely, that point of light looks like it’s coming closer. Instead of being projected on the wall, it’s somehow moving toward me.




  Through the air.




  As the blue point passes over the pews I expect to see heads craning, turning to watch it, but in fact no one seems to notice it.




  No one except me.




  I look over at Gloria. The alarm I feel inside must be obvious on the outside, because you can tell she’s worried about me. I smile again, trying to reassure her, even though inside I don’t feel very sure at all. I feel like this time I might actually be losing my mind. As she watches me, I look directly at the approaching blue light, but evidently she can’t see it. Evidently no one can.




  Except yours truly.




  I know it’s possible to hallucinate during a migraine, but it’s never happened to me. I shouldn’t overreact, I realize this, but for the love of God now it’s hovering right in front of my face.




  Seeing it up close like this, it looks more like an orb than a point. About the size of a golf ball. It’s bright and electric, what I imagine ball lightning might look like. But bluer. And rotating, like a planet on its axis.




  If it were possible, I would get the hell out of here, but everyone around me is on their knees, and people are already leaving their pews to receive communion. So instead I remain where I am, immobilized, as if this whole thing is a bad dream. No one but me notices the orb make contact with my forehead. The thing is hot, searing hot, so hot I close my eyes and will myself not to scream.




  And then—




  And then it’s gone.




  Along with my migraine.




  I stand up.




  “Baby,” Gloria whispers. “Are you okay?”




  “Migraine,” I say. “I need some water.”




  She starts to get up herself, but I put my hand on her shoulder. “I’m okay. Really. I’ll be right back.”




  People around us are starting to notice. I shuffle past the other kneelers, which is more awkward than you might think, until I reach the end of the pew. Then I genuflect, head for the back doors, and cross myself with holy water.




  I’m not sure why but something tells me this is that last time I’ll ever do that.




  




  TWO




  By the time I get to the bathroom, my heart is pounding so hard it hurts. My ears roar with silence, waves of it. My face feels hot to the touch even though the rest of my body is shivering.




  In the mirror I see fear. I lean in with my face, close, until my nose nearly touches its reflection. The pores are large between my eyebrows and become smaller toward the scalp. There are two horizontal creases on my forehead that seem to deepen a little with each passing day. And for just a moment—a flicker, really—I swear I see a faint blue spot between them where the orb entered my head.




  Doctors will tell you how stress can do funny things to the human body. I knew a guy who would sometimes go blind in one eye when he got really worked up. But nothing of the sort has ever happened to me.




  All of my past migraines have, in some way, been tied to stress. The last one was a few months ago when one of my work projects was picked apart by the new vice president, Kurt Truman. Truman is one of those corporate climbers, some fast-track guy with an Ivy League education and a tropical tan. After just a month on the job he wanted to throw out or reengineer all of my major projects, and the combination of my general apathy for this work and his meddling with it drove me insane. One afternoon, during a staff meeting, I balked at a few of his ideas. Or rather I offered possible alternatives to them. Truman chuckled and suggested I forcibly insert my alternatives into a certain body cavity that had no real use for them. For the next hour and a half I was forced to sit there while this blustering phony told stories about his career experience and how he planned to transform our team from merely good to great. My migraine began the moment he opened his mouth and was singing by the end of the meeting. I went home and skipped the next day of work altogether.




  I do have a hangover. No question about that. But honestly I never get headaches after drinking. I’ve always been lucky that way. In any case, my head stopped hurting after I watched a ball of blue lightning enter my forehead, so at this point I suppose the headache isn’t even relevant. What’s relevant is seeing that blue light in the first place. Healthy people do not see things like that.




  For a while I’ve been worried that I might be losing my mind. I could try to explain to you why, except I’m not exactly sure myself. I think a lot about Jack, that’s for sure. Gloria says I talk about him too much, but compared to how much I think about him, I hardly ever mention his name aloud. But it’s not just Jack. Sometimes I look around at everything and I wonder if I’m even here, if any of this is even happening. And I wonder what would happen if I just rejected it, just simply refused to believe what my eyes tell me I’m seeing. How the hell can I trust anything? I just saw a floating orb of blue light in church, for heaven’s sake.




  But I can’t just withdraw. From everything, I mean. If I do, then I may as well find a mental hospital and purchase myself a lifetime room. Since I don’t think I’m quite ready for that, what I should do, instead, is summon some courage and leave this bathroom and go back into the chapel.




  And yet I’m still standing here.




  Maybe I could pee first. It’ll only take a few seconds. I walk over to a urinal, unzip my pants, and…I…uh…




  I—




  The way I know I’m losing my mind is that I continue to hallucinate. I’m not even sure how to put this without sounding pornographic. My sexual equipment appears to be larger than normal. I don’t mean “it’s hot in here” larger. I mean, the thing is never this size, even when it’s ready to be deployed in extracurricular activity. Especially different is the girth. I can’t help but stare at it. And then—gingerly—I grip it with my hand to get a sense of the heft.




  Something is wrong. Really wrong. My ears are roaring again.




  As if things couldn’t possibly get worse, the bathroom door bursts open, and an older man I don’t recognize marches straight for the bank of urinals. I let go of my hallucinated heft and try my best to ignore him. With four urinals, I naturally expect him to pick one at the other end, away from me, but that’s not what happens. He stops at the urinal right next to mine, unzips his pants, and proceeds to deliver a stream of urine directly into the drain. Meanwhile I can’t go at all. My brain hums like an electrical transformer. The bathroom begins to spin.




  I put my hand on the wall for support. I feel sick to my stomach, and for a moment I’m sure my knees will buckle, sending me to the floor. Squares of industrial green tile corkscrew around me like galaxies, multiplying, layers upon layers, and music, a string section, violins screaming at me. I feel like I’m speeding toward some unknown destination, my car careening out of control, spinning, tumbling…




  The old man’s voice booms at me. Overdriven. Distorted.




  “YOU’RE A PRISONER.”




  When I look up, a geyser of bile surges into my throat. He is a puffy, red-faced madman. His nose is a network of broken capillaries. His gray beard is sprinkled with occasional threads of darker hair, and his entire mustache is black.




  “EVERYTHING YOU KNOW IS A LIE.”




  I blink. A camera shutter.




  “THEY’RE WATCHING YOU.”




  I blink again and he’s gone.




  My mouth tastes like the leads on a nine-volt battery.




  Where the hell did he go? Was he even here? I know he walked into this bathroom, I watched him do it, but where the hell did he go?




  Or maybe the hallucinations are growing worse.




  I look into the open fly of my pants. Just as big as before.




  And somewhere—in the distance, in my subconscious?—I hear a woman’s voice counting out numbers in a measured, almost robotic tone:




  3…1…4…1…pause…5…9…2…6…pause…5…3…5…8…




  These numbers: even in the haze. I could stand here listening forever. But I can’t. I have to find my way back to some kind of reality. I have to go back into the chapel. Gloria must be worried sick.




  I reach down and try to zip myself up, but my hands are shaking like I have Parkinson’s. I shuffle to the sink and finally manage to close my pants. Splash water on my face. Blink a few times and shake my head.




  Now, the bathroom door. It’s right there. All I have to do is open it and walk back to the chapel where my wife is waiting for me. That’s all. And yet part of me is afraid to leave this bathroom. Part of me is afraid if I open that door, I won’t like what I see on the other side. There should be a foyer out there, and beyond that the chapel doors, and beyond those a few hundred people worshipping the Lord. But what if that’s not what I see? What then?




  My feet scrape across the tile, inching toward the door.




  This is ridiculous. I’ve never been an anxious man. Not until recently, I mean. Recently everything is all confused, but I can’t go on like this forever. I have to pull myself together. I have to open that door.




  The foyer is there. Empty, but there. I walk out of the bathroom and into sunlight. Through plate glass windows I see trees rocking back and forth in the gusting wind, cars in the parking lot, an old man pushing a woman in a wheelchair. This looks like reality. Maybe everything is going to be okay.




  I hear a commotion, like scuttling feet, and then scores of relieved-looking people pour through the chapel doors. I see Gloria before she sees me, chatting to a red-haired woman whose husband seems to be enamored with the back of my wife’s slacks. This looks even more like reality. My wife has a great ass. I don’t usually like it when men stare at it, but right now it seems like a pretty good thing. A normal thing.




  Gloria laughs at something the woman says, and for whatever reason it makes me think of college, our first time alone together after the big scene at Goose’s. We sat in front of a television set, bloated on cheap pizza, playing Super Nintendo like it was the first time either of us had ever seen a video game. At first we boxed and raced cars, but only when I plugged in SimCity did Gloria truly become hooked. She was (and is) the most intelligent woman I’ve ever met, and the logic of the game appealed to her in a way that thumb-intensive games did not. I showed her how to organize her city, how to zone for industrial and commercial and residential construction, but Gloria figured out the rest all by herself. For hours we played, drinking beer, lying side by side on the floor, our arms and legs brushing against each other. With each touch my skin felt electric, as if her body was made of pure energy. On screen, our city grew until it was a sprawling metropolis, and at one point Gloria wondered aloud how much more fun the game might be if we could get to know the actual people living in it. Which is generally the premise of The Sims, the best-selling PC game of all time.




  Gloria had long hair then, dyed blonde, crimped perm and dark roots. Sometimes, when she tied it back in a ponytail, it almost hurt to look at her. She was so gorgeous, so alive, like nothing in the world could ever slow her down.




  Today her hair is back to its natural color, a sort of light brown, and several months ago she cut most of it off. Said it was too thick and difficult to dry. She’s still beautiful, of course, and I would love her even if she were bald, but sometimes Gloria baffles me. She spends hundreds of dollars on her skin, exfoliating this, microderming that, and then she gets a “mom” haircut. It would be like if I intentionally shaved a bald spot onto the crown of my head.




  Gloria finally looks up and sees me. She reaches forward and touches my face.




  “Are you okay?”




  “Fine now,” I say, which is the appropriate answer if not entirely the truth. “I thought I was coming down with a migraine, but I after I got some water I felt better.”




  “Are you sure it’s gone? You looked awful in the church. I was worried.”




  “It’s gone for now. Hopefully it stays gone.”




  We find our car in the parking lot and head home. The sky is postcard blue, the clouds sparse and wispy—so perfect you’d think it was filmed that way. Speaking of filming, did you ever notice how marriage is sort of like a television series? Week to week things are pretty much the same, little joys and calamities come and go, but over time gradual changes occur. For instance, in the fall, Gloria and I enjoy a lazy Sunday routine: mass in the morning and football in the afternoon. I usually open my first beer when the late games start and coast into the evening with a nice buzz. I’ll grill some steak and chicken and vegetables. But whereas Gloria used to sit next to me on the couch and flip through magazines—and drink a few beers herself—now she spends the afternoon writing a blog for the Council of Catholic Women.




  “I’m sorry about your head,” Gloria says. “And you missed communion again. But I guess you can make it up next week.”




  I want to tell her what happened in the church, about the man in the bathroom, but I don’t. I can’t. I’ve been coming apart for a while now and I’m afraid to tell her. I’m afraid she’ll look at me differently, she’ll see me broken, and whatever thread we’ve been holding onto will snap. My arms are cold. They’re marbled with goose bumps. Out of nowhere I wonder what would happen if I steered the car into oncoming traffic. Here comes a big, white Cadillac, a ’70s-era monster with huge fins. It’s a convertible but the top is up. Would the collision be fatal? Or would airbags and crumple zones save us?




  “What did you think about the homily this morning?” I ask Gloria.




  “What do you mean?”




  “I mean when the Father called your brother evil.”




  “He didn’t say that.”




  “He said homosexuality was evil. Or did I only imagine it?”




  A second ticks by. Then another. I can still see the old man’s red cheeks, the spidery capillaries in his nose.




  Everything you know is a lie.




  “Gloria?”




  She doesn’t answer me. We reach a stoplight. It’s red.




  You’re a prisoner.




  “The Father stood there and ranted against homosexuals for ten minutes, and you nodded and smiled like someone waiting for their crazy Kool-Aid.”




  Now Gloria’s eyes glower in their sockets. For a moment she looks mad enough to spit on me.




  “The situation with Michael is extremely complex,” she says, “and I won’t have you of all people try to characterize my feelings about the subject.”




  “Then why don’t you characterize them for me?”




  “Why are you trying to pick a fight?”




  “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice almost wavering. “I’m not trying to pick a fight. But I don’t understand why you and pretty much everyone else in the congregation bought the Father’s speech so easily. It’s like you were all hypnotized. I’m not even sure why I go to church anymore.”




  “Thomas Phillips! Don’t you say something like that!”




  “Don’t say something like what?” I ask. “Don’t tell you how I really feel?”




  “That’s not how you really feel!”




  “Why are you yelling at me?”




  “Baby, please don’t do this. When you came into the other room last night and kissed me and hugged me I felt so close to you. Do you know that’s the first time in months you’ve said the words ‘I’m sorry’? It made me think I mattered to you again. Like we were finally reconnecting. I thought maybe we could finally push past this.”




  “I know, Junior. I know. I felt the same way.”




  “Then what’s the problem?”




  I should let it go. I know I should. Who cares what the Father thinks about homosexuality? He doesn’t even know Gloria’s brother. Michael hasn’t been to church in years.




  But it’s not the homily. It’s not the Father. It’s Gloria. She’s different somehow. I can’t put my finger on it but I know it.




  “You’re changing the subject on me,” I finally say. It’s like I’ve lost control of my own mouth. “We are not talking about us. We’re talking about your brother and the church and why it’s anyone’s business who he sleeps with.”




  We reach our house. I pull into the driveway, put the transmission in park, and turn off the ignition.




  “It’s God’s business,” Gloria says, looking away from me, out the window. “Everything is.”




  “But why create gay people and then condemn them to Hell?”




  “It’s a—”




  I wait for her to continue, but she doesn’t.




  “It’s not fair,” I say.




  “God has a plan for all of us, but sometimes it’s difficult to see what that plan is.”




  “Okay, but if your brother doesn’t stop being gay, is he going to Hell?”




  For a long moment Gloria doesn’t say anything. But her eyes turn glassy, and her bottom lip quivers, and I hate myself for it. I wish I knew where we went wrong. Have I changed? Has she? Have we both?




  “You’re horrible,” she finally says, and gets out of the car.




  I watch her walk past the car and into the house. I want to follow her inside, apologize, but I don’t.




  My mind isn’t right. I need to compose myself before I talk to her again.




  I close my eyes and picture the bathroom. I watch the old man striding across the floor, headed directly for me. I think about his black and white beard and the spidery capillaries in his nose. I’ve never seen that man in my entire life.




  So why on earth is his face so familiar?




  




  THREE




  One of the reasons Gloria and I have been struggling is because we don’t see each other that much anymore. She’s been spending a lot more time at church, helping run this council and volunteering for all sorts of fundraisers and charity events, and I’ve been working on my new screenplay. I don’t think I mentioned it yet but that’s what I want to do with my life. Write films. I’ve made some money at it but not enough to quit my job. I’ll tell you more about that later.




  Right now I want to talk about Jack. This is the Jack I mentioned before, the one who dated Gloria before I did. She left him to be with me. I guess you could say I stole her from him, if you want to be negative about it, but I didn’t do it on purpose. I mean I didn’t set out to do it so much as it just happened. You can’t help who you love in this world.




  Not surprisingly, Jack was unimpressed with what I considered fate. He didn’t give up on Gloria easily, and even after I proposed he swore he would win her back eventually. For a long time I worried about him, about his resentment, but after we were married he faded from our lives. In time I forgot about him.




  Then, three years ago, Gloria took a job at the same company as Jack. She didn’t bother telling me he worked there until deep in the interview process, long after I could mount an opposition campaign. She claims she didn’t know about it herself. To make matters worse, three months ago she accepted a promotion that means she now works for him directly. Can you believe that? I mean, honestly. Has Jack really been plotting his revenge for thirteen years? Or is this another one of life’s infamous coincidences?




  Either way, every time seven o’clock arrives and Gloria’s still not home from work, I grow a little angrier. Wouldn’t you? She sees him every day. She sees him more than she sees me. And then when I ask about her day, how things are at work, Gloria tells me I’m being obsessive. But all I’m doing is asking about her job. We end up talking about Jack by association. He’s her boss, for heaven’s sake.




  Isn’t he?




  Or am I hallucinating that, too?




  I keep hearing the old man’s voice, the guy in the bathroom. I keep seeing his ruddy face and hearing his ominous words, but we all know I can’t say for sure if it really happened. Just like no one else saw the blue orb. I clearly hallucinated that. And once you accept you are hallucinating, how can you say, really, when it stops? When you have a bad dream at night, it ends when you wake up. But when you’re talking about a real-life, daytime hallucination, how can you ever know for sure when you are back in true reality again?




  There’s a very good chance I hallucinated everything in the church today: the blue orb, the old man, the improved sexual equipment.




  Which means I could still be hallucinating. I may not even be writing to you right now.




  And you may not be reading.




  Think about that feeling you get in nightmares, the blazing, irrational fear. That’s exactly how this feels. If you can’t trust what you see with your own eyes, what you hear with your own ears, how can you trust anything?




  If my brain had a reboot button, this is when I would push it. I need to shut down and regain some kind of balance. What I really want to do is go to sleep and make all of this disappear. But as soon as I close my eyes, I imagine the car is moving, like I’m no longer sitting in my driveway but fleeing across the desert, followed by a couple of gunslingers. I imagine my car slamming into something, and then I’m falling, my life flashing before me. I’ve had this dream before. I can’t remember when. It’s as if I have the dream and then forget about it.




  Everything you know is a lie, the old man said.




  But what does that mean exactly? Even if this very moment is a hallucination, there must have been a previous moment that was not.




  My heart is racing. I can feel blood pulsing in the tips of my fingers, in my ears. The world seems to shimmer. Everything is blurry. I’m breathing too fast. It seems insanely hot in this car.




  I wonder if I jumped out the door and ripped off my clothes, if I tried to rip off my very own skin, if anyone would try to stop me. I’m not sure it matters anymore. For the first time since my dad died nine years ago, I feel like crying. If you can’t have faith in the most basic information about the world—facts you take for granted every minute of every day—how can you live from one moment to the next?




  I have to go inside. I don’t know what else to do. I’m scared to death that I’ll say something crazy to Gloria, that she’ll finally realize how lost I am, but I’m even more afraid that if I sit in this car by myself any longer I’ll drift so far away from solid ground that I’ll never be able to make it back.




  Do you think Gloria would listen if I tried to explain how I feel? If I told her I’m seeing things? How do you explain to someone that your mind isn’t working right without them automatically thinking you belong in a mental hospital?




  It seems absurd that I would ever keep anything from her. There was a time when the two of us were so close it seemed like we communicated telepathically. Even the first moment I saw her, when she stood in front of me at that fraternity party and asked for half a giant Twinkie, somehow I already knew she was the one. It was strange and wonderful, almost as if I’d met her before. But lately it feels like someone has turned off the connection, because we’re never on the same page about anything. And the worst part is I don’t understand how it happened. Gloria doesn’t seem like the same person to me anymore. She would probably say something similar about me, and maybe she would be right, because more and more I think I really do belong in a mental hospital. Like right now I am thinking that.




  And I’m also hearing numbers in my head again.




  9…7…9…3…pause…2…3…8…4…




  I think they must be special numbers. Something very special is happening to me, like a gift, and all I have to do to receive this gift is finally let go of my fake life, let go of Gloria and my stupid job and everything that has been holding me back, and embrace the one, true reality.




  6…2…6…4…pause…3…3…8…3…




  Those numbers are like a path for me to follow. They lead somewhere very important, if only I could—




  A loud, thundering sound shakes my numerical world, jumbles everything, and my eyes flutter open. The sun is white and overpowering. What the hell?




  “Thomas,” someone says. “Are you going to sit out here all day?”




  It’s Gloria. I’m in the car. Gloria is standing outside the car looking in at me.




  “Are you okay?” she asks.




  “I don’t know what happened.”




  “It looks like you fell asleep. Why don’t you come inside? The neighbors are going to wonder what you’re doing out here.”




  “Okay,” I say. “Give me just a sec—”




  “It’s all right. I’m going back inside. Just don’t be too long, baby. Okay?”




  Shit. I was dreaming all that.  Maybe I’m not going crazy. Maybe I’m just exhausted and getting worked up over nothing. Maybe I can go inside and talk to Gloria and everything will turn out to be okay.




  Maybe.




  





  




  FOUR




  But when I walk inside, my house feels like someone else’s. There’s an unfamiliar smell, as if someone besides Gloria and me was recently here. I feel like I’m intruding. I know that doesn’t make any sense.




  I go into the kitchen and get some water from the refrigerator, gulp it down in giant swallows. Get more and gulp that down, too.




  Gloria is in the study. I can hear her typing, probably already working on her blog. I don’t want to interrupt her but we need to talk. I need to tell her I don’t feel quite right. That maybe I’m depressed or mixed up a little, that maybe I’ve been seeing things that aren’t there. As I reach the study she stops typing and clicks on something with the mouse. When she looks up at me I notice her eyes are red, as if she’s been crying.




  “I’m sorry about what I said in the car. About your brother. I didn’t mean to upset you.”




  “I don’t understand, Thomas. Every time we’re doing a little better, it’s like you sabotage it. It’s like you don’t want us to work. Is that it? Do you not want to be in this anymore?”




  “Of course I do, Junior.”




  “Then why do you try to hurt me?”




  “I don’t…I didn’t…I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”




  “It’s hard to know how to feel about Michael. It’s confusing. I’ve thought about this a lot, about what God has written, and about how much I love my brother. I don’t know what the right answer is, baby, but I know us arguing about it doesn’t help anything.”




  “I just…a lot of things don’t make sense to me anymore.”




  “Like what? Like going to mass? Like our relationship? What doesn’t make sense?”




  “I don’t know. I just don’t feel very well lately.”




  “Thomas,” Gloria says. “I know what it’s like to question your faith. You know I almost left the church when we were in college. Meeting you helped turn me around.”




  “You almost left the church because of Jack.”




  “And meeting you helped turn me around, I said.”




  The numbers in my head are back. A woman recites these numbers against a constant pattern of static and noise, interrupted by occasional crackles of distortion, and underneath it all I can almost hear a melody of some kind. Haunting strings, dissonant…possibly electronic.




  2…7…9…5….pause….0…2…8…8…




  “I was in a terrible place,” Gloria says. “Jack made me feel awful, like I was such an idiot for believing in God. Like I was a child, like it was all just a fairy tale. I hated that.”




  “He doesn’t make you feel like that anymore? You see him every day.”




  “We don’t talk about that. We talk about work.”




  “Work can’t be the only thing you ever talk about. You’re there all day long.”




  “Don’t do this,” she says.




  “Don’t do what?”




  “Please. I don’t want to talk about Jack again.”




  “We never talk about Jack.”




  “You have to let it go, Thomas.”




  “I’m not the one who brought him up just now. You did.”




  She looks at me strangely, as if I’m not making sense.




  “Baby, I didn’t bring up Jack just now. You did. Don’t you remember?”




  I don’t remember that at all. I try to rewind the conversation to the point where Jack was introduced, but Gloria interrupts me.




  “Baby, this isn’t going to work.”




  “What?”




  “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t fight with you anymore. If we keep doing this it’s going to make me want to leave and not come back. I love you to death and I want to spend the rest of my life with you, but I can’t do it like this.”




  “Junior, what are you saying?”




  “I’m asking you for the last time to let it go. Let Jack go. You are my husband. I love you, not him. Yes, I loved him once, and I know it’s bizarre and uncomfortable that I report to him now, but I’m with you. You’ve always been my rock, baby. You’re my solid ground. I love that about you. So trust me and find some peace about this. Please?”




  “Okay,” I say. “I promise not to bring him up anymore.”




  “Thank you. Come here and give me a kiss.”




  I walk over and bend down and touch her lips with my own. I know she’s right. We can’t go on like this.




  I don’t know when I’m going to tell her about what I saw today.




  I don’t know if I should.




  These lips don’t feel like Gloria’s.




  





  




  FIVE




  I grab a beer from the fridge and sit down to watch the game. It’s been on for a little more than an hour, so I start at the beginning and watch it in high speed, fast forwarding through the commercials and only watching when the Cowboys are on offense. It would be nice if real life were like this, wouldn’t it? Skip through the boring parts? Only live the highlights? I wonder what would happen if I could fast forward to this evening or tomorrow or next month? What will Gloria and I be doing then? Are we going to make it? It’s Sunday and she’s in the study and I’m in the living room, and though I know all couples have their routines, we weren’t always like this.




  I’m sure to you it seems like we’re the most obvious and boring couple in the world, two young kids from middle America who met in college and married too young. But it wasn’t really like that. After high school I had this idea I would move to the west coast and write screenplays and date actresses. I had no intention of getting married at all, or at least not for a very long time. But then I met Gloria and everything changed.




  She’d been dating Jack for almost a year the night I first saw her. It was the fourth of July and most of the student body was home for the summer, yet there must have been three hundred people at this party. Some fraternity house, I can’t remember which one. There was booze everywhere. Cases and cases and cases of beer, kegs stacked like barrels of oil, rows of cheap vodka bottles (an occasional Smirnoff or Absolut hidden among them), and more whiskey than I’d ever seen in my life. Plenty of food, too. Acres of pizza, bags of corn chips and potato chips, cookies, several boxes of Twinkies. I was moderately buzzed and craving sugar for some reason, so I took two of the little yellow cakes and smashed them together to make one big one. If you’ve ever been drunk you understand the logic. And just as I was about to take a bite of my creation, someone cleared her throat behind me.




  I turned and saw Gloria, blonde and tan and stunning, and felt my face flush red. She was one of those college girls so gorgeous that anything you did or said in front of them felt foolish. You never expected someone like her to approach a guy because she didn’t have to. The guys all came to her. They prepared witty things to say and made sure their hair was styled just so and walked with their shoulders thrown back. Yet here she was, looking right at me, having appeared from nowhere, while I was in the process of shoving a yellow rectangle of manufactured cake into my mouth. I couldn’t imagine what she might say.




  What she said was, “That’s a big Twinkie.”




  I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help myself. I was so embarrassed and waiting for her to cut me at the knees, and the last thing I expected her to do was quote Ghostbusters.




  “It is,” I said with a smile. “You want some?”




  “Absolutely. I love a man who knows how to cook.”




  I broke the makeshift Twinkie in half and handed her one of the pieces. She shoved the entire thing in her mouth. It was basically a whole regular Twinkie and she really had to force it in there.




  “Your turn,” she mumbled.




  While I was chewing my Twinkie, the girl stuck out her hand and introduced herself. Her voice was barely intelligible. Mine, too.




  “I’m Gloria.”




  “Thomas.”




  She smiled. I smiled back. There was no trace of the awkwardness that had overcome me just moments before, and I felt strangely like I already knew her. I don’t mean in the fleeting, déjà vu sense. It was like our easy laughter was the result of having known each other for years, for real…even though clearly I had just met her. And while I tried to reconcile this apparent paradox, chewing my Twinkie, Gloria smiled again and walked away, disappearing into a throng of partygoers in the adjacent room. It was too late to stop her. By the time I swallowed the Twinkie she was just a memory, and I was devastated. Here was a funny, gorgeous girl who was sharp enough to quote one of my favorite films, who apparently had found me funny as well, and I let her walk away without asking for her number.




  After standing there like an idiot, waiting in vain for her to come back, I poured myself a Jack and Coke and wandered onto the back lawn of the fraternity house. I don’t know about you but I never pledged. Supposedly Greek students had a lot more sex than us civilians, but even so it wasn’t for me. Whenever I met someone from a fraternity—these dudes always had names like Scooter and Trey—they always seemed like they were barely literate, and their only point of going to college was to get pussy. Which, yes, that’s a big part of why you go to college, but there are enough single girls in school that any guy ought to be able to score without being part of a club.
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