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I unfold the map and look up. Dunes of yellow-beige sand open before my eyes. They go on forever. The sky is deep blue, without a cloud. It looks like the Sahara. How did I get here, in the middle of this desert?

From my left, two Bedouins approach, pushing a lawn mower – a gasoline-powered, red lawn mower. There’s no greenery anywhere in sight. What are they going to mow? Sand? They ignore me and my open mouth, and continue on their way. 

A dogsled appears in the distance, raising clouds of dust. As it gets closer, I can see that it resembles an Alaskan sled, led by a team of twelve Malamutes. Cute – each dog wears sunglasses. Considering the brilliant sun and the dogs’ blue eyes, that seems very practical. The dogs are pulling in earnest, their purple tongues flopping out of their open mouths, blowing condensation as if they were in subzero weather. A woman clad in a black burkha rides on the back rails. An Arab man dressed in a dark, pinstriped suit sits in the sled with his arms folded. He has a short, trimmed beard, his hair is sleekly combed back, and he wears mirrored sunglasses. He looks at me over the rim of his sunglasses as he’s passing by. I wonder; should I wave at him, at them? The woman – the wind blowing her burkha against her voluptuous curves – pays no attention to me. And before I know it, they’ve disappeared in the desert, leaving just the sled’s trail in the sand. And the dust, of course.

I must be dreaming. I look for the map, but it is gone. The wind blew it away, I think. I must have been so spellbound by the sled riding on the sand that I let it go. I’ve surely dozed off in my chair, in my office. I pinch myself. I am awake and fully aware. Could what I saw be a mirage? I think not. It was darn real.

I hear people chattering behind me. I turn and see a small crowd in front of some sort of attraction, like the kind in an amusement park tent. Except this is a Bedouin tent. Now, what could this be? The people waiting in line to enter whatever is there seem to be very excited about what they’ll be seeing. I get in line, too. Try everything at least once, I tell myself.

We enter a small room inside the tent. The guide, a shapely young woman dressed in a baby-blue uniform, gives instructions: “You must say ‘I-O-W’ loudly before entering through the shroud. Do not enter before you chant ‘I-O-W’.”

The walls of the square room turn blue, indigo blue, as if the walls were projection screens lit from the outside. Strange golden symbols like Egyptian hieroglyphs appear in a grid pattern on the walls. In front of us is the shroud. Actually it’s a canvas, a gray and dingy-looking drape, which must be pulled up to enter underneath to see whatever is to be seen behind it. The group starts, “I – ” 

Screw this! I can’t wait for this charade! I spring forward, pull up the drape, which is more like a tarp, bend down, and sneak in.

Suddenly, I’m outside. The colors are bright. I’m standing on fine yellow sand. Through the air miniature shimmering clouds – no, not clouds, but small clusters of insects – fly by. But they’re not insects, either, and some of them fall to the ground. They’re colorful balls, bigger than marbles, about an inch in diameter. They bounce as they land. One of them, clear as glass, lands near my feet. I pick it up to inspect it.

It’s made of solid glass and not plastic, as I thought. These things could kill you if one lands on your head. And they fly fast, as if they’re being fired from a large shotgun. The group behind the tarp curtain finishes their chant and rushes into this strange setting – dangerous, too.

“Watch out for those flying balls!” I yell to warn them. More of the balls fall on the sand, bouncing like golf balls, sparkling like ice. Could these be hail, pebbles of ice? They sure look like hail on the sand. No, the ball I still hold in my hand is warm, not cold. It’s glass. But why are they flying in those clusters, like miniature clouds, just a few feet above our heads? The people around me pay no attention to my warning. They jump with joy with their hands up, some twirling. Blue, red, green, purple, and transparent balls drop all around us. Are the others seeing something different than what I’m seeing?

I’m not going to hang around this place. Any one of us could be seriously hurt or killed. I run back to the curtain, pull it up, and get back into the indigo-blue room with the golden symbols. There’s a new group of people in the room. There are no exits other than the canvas-shroud. The people chant, “I-O-W.” And they rush, lifting the canvas and passing underneath it to the outside. I follow, staying close to the curtain this time. 

The small clouds of flying glass balls are no more. At least now it’s safe from getting bonked on the head from them! The sand is gone; the ground is now made up of square mirrored tiles, a reflective surface that reminds me of a frozen lake. I step on it carefully, hoping it will not crack. It’s solid. It’s strange to see my reflection below.

Even stranger, just nearby, there’s a line of gharials. I know they’re gharials by their long, narrow jaws, with rows of teeth along the sides. They’re lined up, one after the other, as if they’re in a parade, although none of them move.

“Beware of the crocodile,” a woman says, pointing at a dark blue-gray creature.

“It’s a gharial,” I say.

“Beware of the alligator,” says a boy, and he jumps over one. That gharial raises its head and snaps its jaws, making a sound like a clasp closing on a purse.

There’s nothing to see here, other than the animals and the mirrored floor. Again, I must be missing something here. Those people are seeing something I’m not, I think to myself. As I walk back cautiously, turning around, watching for other dangers, every so often checking on the gharials as well, something knocks against my leg. I jump. It’s a statue of an owl. I kick it and it bounces away, making the hollow sound of a tin can. 

From its open bottom glass balls, just like the ones I saw previously, pour out, littering the smooth mirrored floor. This is treacherous to walk on – step on a ball, and you’ll find yourself rolling on them and falling on your back. The gharials turn, opening their jaws as they advance toward me.

Screw this! I run back through the curtain, back into the indigo-blue room. It’s empty now. Only the attending girl, dressed in her baby-blue uniform, is in there, leaning against the wall.

“What is this madness?” I shout.

“Did you chant I-O-W?” 

“What? No. What for? The other people shouted the letters,” I reply.

“You must chant I-O-W.”

“How do I get out of here?”

“The only way out is through the shroud.” She points at it with her well-manicured index finger.

“No way! I’m not going out there again. Where is the exit?”

She keeps pointing at the shroud.

I’m about to lose my temper. Should I scream for help? No. I’m a grown man; I can figure this out. “Why say those letters? What do they mean?”

She smiles. “They stand for ‘I Often Wonder’.”

“‘I Often Wonder’ what?”

“That’s what you’ll have to see for yourself.” 

“OK, OK! I-O-W.” I turn reluctantly to the shroud, and I see that it’s now made of a light material, perhaps silk. I lift it and go under cautiously, expecting to see open jaws. 

I exit into a gleaming metal tunnel. I’ve never seen anything like this before. It’s space age and beyond. The tunnel extends so far that its end looks like a dot, and it’s rotating clockwise. A map flutters on the curved floor as it slides due to the rotation. I step inside the massive tube, leaning and stepping to the right to compensate for the spinning. I pick up the map, unfold it, and find myself back in my office, in my chair. 

Was I tripping on something? I don’t take drugs, so what did I just experience? It felt real, not like a dream or a hallucination. The map is still in my hand. It’s a map of Orange County. Is the map cursed? Maybe it was the act of folding and unfolding it?

What’s going on?

My eyes fall on the calendar on the wall. It was folded before I pinned it there. With trembling hands, I pull the tacks out and hold the calendar at arm’s length, afraid it might bite me. Was it the act of folding or unfolding the map that sent me elsewhere? Or was it the map itself? How about this calendar? It drops on my desk, and it folds along its original creases, and . . .
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