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FEBRUARY 2, 2024

The hospital psychiatrist flipped through the dozen pages of Makenna’s writing lying before him as if it were nothing more than a rental car agreement. 

“So, you were 2 or 3 years old... Your mom asked you to name her new fish, which you remember meant a lot to you. You felt nervous and wanted to do your best, so you decided on ‘Blue Fish’.” 

“Yes,” Makenna replied, keeping her voice calm. They were separated by a few feet of laminated table. The 30-year-old woman wore a blue hospital gown, tied loosely behind her back. She gently twirled a leaf between her fingers at the stem. Makenna had found in the pages of a book. She didn’t know if it had been someone’s treasure or simply a convenient bookmark. It reminded her that there was a tomorrow outside, waiting.

“Early symptoms of anxiety straight through to college, some recent loss (sorry to hear about that by the way), your boss getting frustrated with you and telling you to be quiet... Hm. Well, I asked you to write down a list of everything that’s ever made you anxious.” Forward and back through the pages, still scanning. 

Makenna sat as still as possible and kept her expression calm. No, she hadn’t made a list. She had just written, bleeding out a slow trickle of ink between the timed meals and coloring sheets. She had taken care to only include so much. She had avoided any mention of the very thoughts that got her in. 

“Yeah,” she responded. 

Since they weren’t allowed to keep pens, Makenna had continually checked them out from the meds counter. Sometimes black, sometimes blue, the writing was a patchwork of memories sewn shut. The words wobbled, not just because the pens were made of flexible plastic and fit in the palm of her hand. 

Whenever she could, she pulled herself to the common space’s lone window, where the drizzling rain tapped out a soft rhythm of sorrow. 

Better to feel everything than to feel nothing at all. 

“You know, I was going to put the story together for you, but I see that you already have.” He turned to the pile of forms next to him and started filling in various boxes.

Yes, Makenna knew why she talked about space-time and consciousness as she was waking up in the hospital a couple days ago. Why she chatted eagerly to the staff about dimensional wobbling when they asked me how she was feeling. Yes, Makenna knew her own story. She knew exactly how she ended up in here. 

So she said nothing. 

“I’m going to get you released here, so you can go back to your life as a grad student in... it’s physics, right... over there at MIT. Great school, nice job. You’ve got a lot of support, you know. Do me a favor and keep studying those books so you don’t wind back up here, ok?” He winked at her. “And stay off of the marijuana.”

“Thank you. Will do.” Makenna looked at the empty white wall left in his wake when he stood up. 

The psychiatrist strode briskly out of the ward. She meandered over to join the dinner tray line.

“Anyone want my crackers?” She called out with a stretched enthusiasm across the quiet room of blue gowns.

Lucas was sitting nearby, a patient with stocky muscles and tattoos running down his forearms and up his neck. He looked up at her, wordless but with a wide, gap-toothed grin. She tossed him the packages and he lobbed applesauce back. This was becoming an increasingly habitual exchange. 

Makenna made her way to an empty spot by the corner window and waited.

FEBRUARY 3, 2024

“Your ride’s on the way,” said the nurse sitting across from her. A young man, tall and handsome. He looked at her, assessing with a dimpled smile. “You don’t really belong here, you know. Glad to be leaving?”

“Yup.” Makenna said, trying not to engage. Something was off that she couldn’t name.

“So, how’d you end up here?” The nurse bounced one knee with arms crossed, leaning back. “A guy must have really done a number on you.” 

Makenna looked up at him abruptly. There were a couple patients at the other end of the room, otherwise it was empty. 

“No.”

“No, really, people like you don’t usually end up in this place. If they do, they don’t stay long,” he said with feverish sympathy. “And it’s always a guy – some dude must have really messed you up.”

Makenna felt like she was going to scream. She looked around the room, searching for a hold, trying to contain herself. If she broke now, they would keep her. The white walls loomed back. 

Suddenly she made eye contact with Lucas across the room behind the nurse’s back. He had been watching. Lucas pointed at her then at his tattooed arm, where a scaly hide dripped around skulls and roses, then down at the ground. 

“No, that’s not it,” she smiled serenely at the nurse. She nodded over to Lucas. “He gets it.” 

Lucas stopped gesturing and the nurse turned to look. Lucas grinned back. The nurse appeared ruffled and got up to leave.

“Well, your ride’s on the way.”

She waited.

NOVEMBER 5, 2023 

Streetlamps were lighting up the sidewalk in between alleys and the city was quiet. Cars whizzed by. Makenna glanced over at the man walking by her side and smiled. Dirk was just a few inches taller than her, with bright, messy hair and hazel eyes that still tripped up her words.  

They’d met in the fencing club during her master’s program at Stanford, and they’d been inseparable ever since. Dirk moved with her to Boston so she could pursue her dream, getting a PhD in physics from MIT. He was chasing his own passion as a musician. “Not much work to be had, but damn, I love it.” He worked hard to get gigs. Some months were better than others. She loved going to his shows, seeing him in his element. 

They were walking from the Red Line to a show he'd picked up in downtown, and he was a bit nervous. Excited, but nervous. Rain dropped in a trickle that promised not to stay. Makenna nudged Dirk gently with her elbow. 

“I think I want two kids,” she proposed. 

“I know,” he replied, looking over at her in amusement.

“If you had kids, what would you name them?”

“Oh my god, are we talking about this now? Already?” Dirk rubbed a hand over his face.

“Yup!”

“Ok ok. Uh... suppose I haven’t really thought about it much before...”

“I know,” she teased back.

“I guess I always liked the name Rowan... for any gender...” Dirk sighed and stopped to tie his shoe – dressier than he normally wore and the laces were unwieldy. “Keep going, I’ll catch up.” 

“I love it.” She twisted away and started to walk, eyes aglow.

Dirk called after, “But can we talk about this at a better time please? I’m just not ready, you know, and I’m not even sure...”

She turned back to him as a truck came roaring around the corner at high speed.

Makenna screamed, “Watch out!!”

Dirk pivoted, lunging, trying to get out of the way. All edges and steel, the truck kept coming, swerving, screeching. 

Then it stopped. 

And it poured. 

NOVEMBER 17, 2023

Waking up was hard. Evenings were harder.

Sometimes she remembered to eat. Mostly she remembered to drink. And get high. She paced the hall for half the day. She lay on the floor for the rest. Her heart shattered into bits so small she worried they were too fine to come back, and she swam in the darkness left behind. 

She imagined finding Dirk there. Memories grew in little sparks of light at the edges of her vision. She felt the grief bloom like a dark flower in her core. It shone all the brighter in the darkness, so she let the pain in. At least he was there. At the ends of the day, marijuana softened the paint and blurred the confines of her mind. With it, she could let the flower grow unpruned, unencumbered. 

She tried to turn to her happy place, science, where everything made sense eventually. But she was still in that garden as she dragged herself to campus and pretended said she was fine. She let it all in. Sensations hovered at the edge, where they had been waiting. And it was all her fault. 

Makenna let the textbooks blur before her until she forgot the names of things, letting them just be. She thought of entanglement, of the very atoms and sub-particles that made her up, and how she must be intertwined across great distances with everything and everyone. There must be a contiguous path to him. She imagined herself extending out into the fluid of space-time, reaching across the void.

She lost the structure of what she was, feeling only the orbits that swirled within her. She questioned the dark unknowns and felt the depths staring back like a long-lost friend. She pictured the essence of her love flying as far as it could travel, and she wasn’t afraid. She had already decided that she would come out of that darkness whole and blazing.

Her heart began to speed up and the nerves running down her spine tingled. 

She pushed her mind further. She wondered what it would be like to feel infinity. If he would be there, waiting.

Her brain hummed. She imagined her energy soaring away. She thought of Dirk’s voice, a lyrical tenor in her ear, telling her about his day. What if she could really hear... 

Makenna’s heart raced and her mind felt suddenly heightened, as if it was trying to spin up and away. Eyes closing out the tears, she tilted her head back to the night sky, following it.

But it was all too much. An ominous tremor started from the base of her spine. Something strong was hitting her. She tried to calm down, to slow her breathing, but the vibration spread, traveling out through her whole body in a persistent shockwave. It flooded her, head to toe, in a wash of fearful foreboding. Makenna held up her hands and watched them shaking uncontrollably in front of her. She felt her mind buzz as a big wave... wave of... what the f-

She was standing in cool blue moonlight at the base of a hill, silver-edged grasses overgrown and undulating in waves of a rushing wind. The crisp air had a kind of lifting weightlessness about it. Clouds with bright borders passed loudly overhead. Makenna’s mind felt blissful and soft. 

Still holding up her hands, Makenna saw that they were made of midnight blue shadow. In fact, her entire body was now this dusty, dark velvet that appeared like it could pass through itself. She twisted her hands up to the moon and saw glints of amber swirling within her shadowy shelf and beyond it, twinkling threads woven in connections across the boundaries of her body. It was beautiful. She looked about her, taking it all in. 

The delicate amber threads were everywhere, from the dirt under her feet to the tall swaying grasses, as far as she could see. Thin as spiderwebs and glistening like the catch of morning dew when they collided, twisting and tangling. When she moved forward and back, this way and that, the threads followed. They danced through her and caressed her skin. Tingling, Makenna laughed in delight. The wind sent back a melody. She smiled and slowed her frolicking to look over the hill in more earnest.

A path lay open and inviting at her feet, winding up the slope in steps. Marbled and sparkling, the stones cut into the hill like a waterfall, tumbling down into platforms that she could barely make out from the distance. She reached down to the first step, her hands brushing over the filigree of shapes – graphs, numbers, equations – that were carved all over its surface. The varying styles appeared to be etched by different hands, yet they served as a unifying traction when she took her first step, testing her footing.

A note came to her ear on the wind, and it was Dirk’s voice, calling her. She whipped her head around to find the source, but she could see nothing. Makenna quieted and listened... it seemed to be coming from the top of the hill... she sprinted up the steps.

After a few minutes of climbing, she came to a large wooden platform that jutted out from the slope and WHAM. 

The small figure that had just collided with her looked up in surprise – a child, made of those same midnight shadows and sparkling amber threads. 

“Oh, hello there!” Makenna said tenderly. The child was silent. “What’s your name?”

She heard a tinkling giggle from the other end of the platform, and the youngster that had crashed into her beamed, then took off running and laughing after it. She could see the two children playing tag with each other all around the platform, all around her. She tried a few more times to talk but they ignored her, caught up in their games. Dirk’s voice was silent but not forgotten, as if she could feel him in the threads right there around her, with her.

Makenna sat down on the platform and watched the children’s antics with an untroubled smile. She observed the interactions between them and the enthralling threads, highlighted by the moon, and she was mesmerized. 

The amber threads voyaged out into the distance, further than she could see. Looking ever so closely, she saw that they were not single waving lines but in fact individual loops. Looping paths of the amber... existence, whatever it was. Loops of an infinite array of sizes dancing with each, into and out of each other, diving into neighbors and returning only to find another. Makenna watched them coalesce into brighter, thicker threads that yet merged with others and then plunged, together, spiraling at once into darkness. Elsewhere she saw emergent brightness appear seemingly from nowhere, then outburst into finer threads that found their path away and onward.

It was only when a passing ant scurried by that she noticed the threads seemed to be more dynamic, more directed, around that which was living. And if she watched for long enough, she could almost always trace a path in the threads from herself to everyone, from the grasses to the children, and back again. They seemed to be aware of each other, and they always returned. Yet all were a constant flurry of twisted, tugging motion.

With further evaluation, Makenna considered that, truly, everywhere there was darkness there was yet still this amber light contained within it, yielding its energy to dimensions beyond and waiting, somewhere, to re-emerge and find a new, sinuous path. If she put all their trails together, they would trace the skeleton of an extraordinary fractal, emanating as if from a point-source too distant to see.  

There were similar patterns of recombination across the hill, but they were not ruled by proximity. It seemed they were nested within still larger patterns, skipping through the network.

The amber threads traveled so far they seemed to go past the edges of eternity... she wondered what the threads did there. When they decided to loop back... how organized they became...

Makenna’s mind started to feel foggy, untethered, and she heard the tenor of Dirk’s voice on the breeze again. The amber threads leaped and oscillated around her. She wondered where Dirk was... what it would feel like...

“Makenna.” A woman’s voice broke through the haze. “Makenna. Are you alright?” 

Makenna looked around, her mind muddled. She was in a hospital bed, fluorescent lights behind her mother’s concerned face. “Mom, Dirk.” She blinked back tears. “Where’s Dirk?”

“Oh, sweetie. He’s not coming back, Makenna.” 

A sting began its slow, stabbing push into her heart.  

“It’s time to let go,” her mom said with rich empathy.

“But I... I heard him. I don’t understand.” 

“No, Makenna, you didn’t,” the doctor next to her mother chimed in. “Do you... do you remember the accident?”

“Yeah. Yeah I do.” She didn’t want to.

Her mom leaned forward and squeezed her hand. “He’s not coming back, dear.”

It all came rushing in, replaying in her mind. Makenna wept.

“I think I... maybe I had a psychotic break.”

“No, Makenna, it’s okay – the doctors think you just had a bad anxiety attack. You’re just really stressed right now, and it’s okay. It’s normal, after all you’ve been through,” the doctor nodded as her mom explained. “And you brought yourself in, which is great, honey! You’re going to be okay.”

“Okay. That makes sense,” Makenna lied quietly, considering. 

NOVEMBER 25, 2023

“Back to lab already, Makenna?” Her advisor watched her with trepidation. “You know, it’s alright if you want to take some time.”

“Yeah. I just, you know, need the distraction.” 

He nodded sympathetically and let her be. They all did.

She paid attention to the science and ignored their pity. 

NOVEMBER 27, 2023 

She arranged a meeting with a professor in neuroscience. He didn’t know her, so he didn’t ask. It was nice. She even got excited.

“I think I understand consciousness. Or at least, I think I understand the point of it. Like, why it exists.” 

Makenna thought about those dazzling amber threads running through everything, remembering how they connected in different patterns.

“That’s the trickiest subject around,” the professor said skeptically. “And that’s not exactly what you’re studying here, is it?”

“No,” Makenna admitted. “But I... My thesis chapters are looking at the physics of environmentally friendly bridge materials.”

“Woah, okay – so, not exactly your area of expertise.” His face held the endurance of having had this kind of conversation with many students before. “It’s all well and fine to pursue interesting topics, but you... you really need to be careful how you brand yourself. Otherwise, you won’t ever be taken seriously as a scientist.”

A little while later, Makenna was staring at her notebook. She drew intersecting loops of every size that fit and could still be seen. Loops of existence tracking one direction in perpetuity. Recalling the shapes of atomic orbitals, she let her mind fill them with the knotted loops instead, stretching and squishing, staying together. 

NOVEMBER 30, 2023

Makenna was drawing enthusiastically on the chalkboard of a famous string theorist on campus. She was surprised that he’d even agreed to meet her. 

“But what if there were infinite strings? And no open strings – only closed. Infinite closed strings.”

“That’s just not how the math works out. We already have the solution. More or less. It’s either 10 or 11.” replied the professor in a tolerant drawl, eyes straying to the clock behind her. “I’m sorry; I have to go now.”

On her own, Makenna penned an infinite signal processing problem in as many dimensions as she could make clear. She put in the Large Hadron Collider as a little circle in the corner of the graph, huffing. Its answers would be forever limited by energy and distance to all that it could not see, big and small.

DECEMBER 1, 2023

Makenna sat next to an early career theoretical physicist. She was thrilled that he had made the time to chat with her; she’d emailed so many names she’d lost count. This would be the person who would see it, too. He would help.

“Well, there are no equations. No numbers,” she tried to describe to the guy staring down at her notebook. He sunk further into his chair, clearly trying not to be seen. 

“No one’s going to listen to you if there are no equations in it. That’s just not possible.”

Makenna was flummoxed. It seemed to her that such a thing was the only kind of theory of everything that was possible. Even if it wasn’t this.

“I’ll think about it more and try to explain it better. Can I keep you updated and talk to you again?”

“Uh, I’ve got some stuff coming up, so, yeah, I’m going to be pretty busy,” he quickly replied. A light went up in his eyes as he added, “But you know what, I can recommend you some intro-to-astronomy books that I think would be helpful for you. They go through the Big Bang and all that, all the basics that you need.”

Makenna felt humiliated and dejected. Emotions started rising to the surface that she did not want to feel. She pushed them down, smiled, and said thank you. This was never going to work. They were never going to hear what she was offering them.  

She checked out the books from the library anyway and read through them. But it didn’t change her mind – she still no longer believed the Big Bang theory was right.

Every time she saw a black hole she now saw a portal, an exchange of information between universes. The radiation emanating from them those magnificent threads stretching both ways through with a mighty force, to decompress and interact with whatever others were waiting on the other side. The darkness was embroidered throughout the expanse, ranging from the minute to the grand, stitching it all together. 

From the darkness they came, and into the darkness they went. Eventually.

And it was already in place, in a sense – that infinite recombination, the re-emergence and coalescing in infinite combinations. It had always been there, or it hadn’t. It had been created, or it hadn’t. No one would ever be able to prove it; they would never be able to tame what was so inherently wild and flaming. The trick with quantum eternity is that whatever you believed was, in a sense, your only certainty.

She made peace with setting it free.

DECEMBER 12, 2023

Makenna met with her advisor and he asked about the progress on her thesis projects. She had barely been in lab – all her time was consumed by the thoughts running through her head. She had been afraid to mention any of it to him, but she was close to her last straw. She knew it was out of his field; she just hoped that his confidence in her would overcome it.

“Can this be solved?”

He looked at her with raised eyebrows, but examined the plot and shook his head no.

“Okay then, hear me out – I think we’re in one big, infinite signal processing problem. It would explain... everything. A theory of everything that changes, well, everything... and nothing..., all at once.” Makenna said excitedly. “It sounds weird, I know, but I can explain!”

“Do you know how absurd you sound? To think that you could have solved this?!”

“Oh yes, I definitely do.” Makenna nodded vigorously. “I would have to be just crazy enough – just ‘smart’ enough and just ‘dumb’ enough, to be right. But that makes sense, too.”

DECEMBER 14, 2023

Her advisor came with her to a meeting she had arranged with another professor in the department, to tell him about it and see what he could give feedback on.

“It’s not related to my work. Well, it is, because it’s about everything, but not directly. It’s about space-time,” Makenna explained.

“When it comes to space, I’m agnostic,” the professor shot back immediately.

“Um... Okay.” Makenna hesitated. She’d hoped he would be at least willing to listen. Her peers always talked about his drive toward ‘blue sky’ ideas, but she felt doubt creeping in. “Well, can this be solved? If so, then I’m wrong. If not, then, I think that’s what we’re in!”

“Theoretically, no,” he answered dismissively, waving a hand in the air. “But I’m not interested in fiddley thought experiments. When you have something tangible to bring me, then we can talk.”

“I... I...” She hadn’t meant it as some sort of puzzle trick. This was the sanity check she started with to bounce off. To dispute her own self-doubt.

Makenna felt tears building in her eyes. The two academics before her exchanged a glance, eyebrows raised high. 

She looked at the stapled stack of papers she’d brought to share, copied thrice over, full of the building block sketches of all the ideas forming in her mind, all the yet unanswered questions. 

She tucked them in close to her chest. 

“You’re here to learn how to do good science, Makenna. There’s a method to it, and it’s a process to understand how to do science right,” her advisor said to her lightly, a pained I-told-you-so on his face.  

“This was super depressing,” Makenna told them frankly through a tight throat, pressing down on a roiling surface.

“It’s important to focus on your projects. Keep it up,” the other professor said flatly, already turning away.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

DECEMBER 18, 2024

She walked into a room with a panel of faces kept carefully blank.

“Frankly, Makenna, we’re worried about you.” 

“I know, I just... it’s important. I think I might be right. It’s like, Occam’s razor on fucking steroids!” Makenna pleaded to them, exasperated.
“How are you coming up with these ideas, Makenna? Science is about testing a hypothesis. How would you test this... idea that you’re talking about?”
“In my mind.” She imagined it, that never-ending fractal of light, swooping through infinite dimensions. The networks of existence it created. “I don’t know, I just... see it.”

“Okay, but what would be the evidence?” they pressed gently.

“I...” Makenna trailed off. 

“Or, how would you test it? That’s what science is,” a professor added.

She said nothing more, trying to hold back more tears. They left the room. A couple lingered long enough to give her some reassuring words of encouragement on her thesis projects. 

Makenna let loose the finite ends of the probability distributions so that the loops looped into their neighbors, however brief, and beyond. She let each one be infinitely filled with cross-cutting paths, every point connected. She let their amber glows stretch to eternity. 

Fuck it.

She made peace with setting them free.

JANUARY 13, 2024

She was avoiding eye contact with the professors. She still wanted to share it. What if she wasn’t wrong? They were all so very beautiful. The lives pulling on the threads, none more important than the rest. The invisible tugs from far away that would never be predictable. Did they see it?

JANUARY 20, 2024

She had to share it. She couldn’t think of a way that she was wrong. The collective organization of ecosystems, the joint ventures of life learning, exploring. 

Love was the strength tying them all together, fastening the selves in ephemeral orbits. Did they know?

JANUARY 24, 2024

She had to share it. They weren’t going to get it. She was not special – she was just a creature of chance herself, and she could trace her academic and personal path to it. 

How long would it take for someone else coming from a different permutation to figure it out? And there was so much suffering. What if they knew?

JANUARY 26, 2024

A pressure was cresting over the horizon of her mind’s edges like a freight train. Makenna tried to focus on her projects. But she could feel it.

There was so much suffering. Did they know.

Amber swirls raced through her mind and lit up every corner of the globe she could think to. 

All the wars fought over faith and resource distribution. The voices lost to time. Did they see it.

She was in an evening seminar by one of her favorite professors. He was being asked a question about distances in space. He fumbled the answer. 

Everything was, in a sense, already in place, interacting in a sublime fractal of possibility.

She was heading home. Her mind was racing. She started to shiver.

And they were all so very beautiful. What if they felt it. 

No, she was shaking. She would share it. Maybe they already...

Her mind
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