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				In the year 2190, mankind has made great strides forward in the worlds of technology, science, and greed. However, when all three get together one last time, this oblivious generation may not exist much longer.
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				It is even harder for the average ape to believe
			

			
				that he has descended from man.
			

			
				 
			

			
				- H.L. Mencken
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				One
			

			
				Beginning
			

			
				 
			

			
				Life on Earth was different before the Treatment. But before the Treatment, there was the Reinterpretation. And before the Reinterpretation, my best friend Poye and me were just two normal Maine boys, part angel, part impossible. We didn’t know it at the time, but an incident in the summer of our twelfth year would change our lives forever.
			

			
				“Poye!” I sang beneath his bedroom window. I glanced about like a frightened bird, worrying that somebody would hear me. “Poye! Let’s go!”
			

			
				I launched a pebble and, just my luck, it cracked the window. “Goddamn,” through gritted teeth. Poye was my best friend, but also my slowest. I stood there in the dark, under the tulip tree, and continued to wait, dancing from foot to foot like I had to pee bad, but I was just nervous. My mom didn’t want me roaming at night.
			

			
				Finally, a light flashed, and Poye showed his face in the cracked glass. He put a finger to his lips and then proceeded to run that same finger along the crack, examining it with stars in his eyes, like it was a rare butterfly. “Poye!” I rasped through cupped hands. “Come on. It’s hot, and the pond is waiting.”
			

			
				Poye pulled the window up and crawled out backward, on his belly, his bare legs kicking for a toehold on the roof shingles. “I-I’m gonna fall,” he worried.
			

			
				“If you fall I’ll catch you,” I said, not knowing how I could do such a thing, since Poye was chunky.
			

			
				“The shingles are scraping my legs,” he fretted.
			

			
				“Then hurry.”
			

			
				Poye made it to the edge of the roof and shimmied down the copper drainpipe. He jumped off halfway, hitting the ground with a thud. “I scraped my hands!” he said, throwing them out for emphasis. “Look!”
			

			
				“Girl!” I said, slapping his hands away. “Let’s go.” We ran off together into the night.
			

			
				There hadn’t been a hotter day in Sledge, Maine, since anybody could remember. The old-timers liked to talk about winters when the snow piled up to the second-floor windows and cars disappeared under the drifts, but they never talked about heat because it was such a rare thing. “A fluke,” they were saying now, telling exaggerations about car tires melting and the tar on the streets becoming soupy. Mr. Beaulieu had bought a live, snapping lobster down at the pound and before he got home fifteen minutes later, it was as limp as a washcloth. “Heat exhaustion in a lobster,” he said. “You ever hear such a thing?” People didn’t even walk their dogs on the hot pavement. Mrs. Osnoe tried to, but her pug, Tippy, yowled in pain as it lifted its little paws in a kind of dance before she swept him up in her arms and took him inside. The next time she walked him he was wearing booties.
			

			
				Which is why Poye and me decided to light out for Debec Pond. We had to do something. Nobody had air conditioning, so when you opened a window to admit a breeze, it was like a furnace.
			

			
				After fifteen minutes of hustling through the woods, we were there. “Come on, Poye,” I urged. We hunched low and snuck down the slope through a thicket of wild honeysuckle that tore at our clothes. We got to the big flat diving rock and raised our faces to a full moon throwing a blanket of light over the water. I kicked my sneakers off and dipped a toe. “It feels good, Poye. Let’s strip.”
			

			
				We shed our clothes and slipped into the pond, our pale bodies shining in the moonlight. We both went under and then came up, our heads bobbing, our hair slicked down like helmets. Poye sighed with delight. “I think I’m gonna cry, Nest.”
			

			
				“What are you talking about?”
			

			
				“I’m just so happy, Nest. I want to stay here forever. I’ll bet if other people knew where we were they’d be jealous that we found a way to cool off.”
			

			
				I smiled. “Yeah,” I said. “I know what you mean. J-Jeezum,” I chattered. “My nuts are like prunes. Why is the water so cold? You’d think the heat wave would make it hot.”
			

			
				“Because it’s spring-fed from below.” 
			

			
				“I like you, Poye. You know things.”
			

			
				We swam around a bit, then crawled onto the diving rock, where we stretched out on our backs, our hands knotted behind our heads. “The moon’s washed things out,” said Poye.
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“The moon,” he repeated. “You can’t see a lot of stars. They’re washed out by the light of the moon.”
			

			
				“Yeah,” was all I could think to say. And then I fixed my eyes on a big, creamy yellow point of light that was hanging over the tops of the pines on the other side of the pond. “Except for that one.”
			

			
				“It’s beautiful,” said Poye. “But it’s not a star. It’s a planet. You can tell because planets don’t twinkle. I think it’s Venus.”
			

			
				The thing was, neither of us could keep our eyes off it. It was like a magnet. A magnet of light. “I-I think it’s getting bigger,” I said.
			

			
				“No,” said Poye. “It’s just an optical illusion. Probably because of the heat. It makes strange waves in the air that turn into mirages, like when you’re in a car and it looks like there’s water on the road up ahead, but when you get there it’s gone.”
			

			
				I considered this. “You’re smart, Poye.” I watched as he sat up and crawled to the edge of the rock. He bent down and peered at his reflection in the water. “Nest,” he said.
			

			
				“Yeah?”
			

			
				“I’m wicked ugly.”
			

			
				“Well, so was Abe Lincoln, but he made out okay.”
			

			
				“Until somebody shot him.”
			

			
				“Can’t you talk about positive things, Poye? You always got to turn our conversations dark.” I noticed a hand-sized bruise on the side of his body. “What happened there?” I said, pointing.
			

			
				Poye craned his neck around. “Oh, that was just Joe.”
			

			
				Joe Christiani was the official school bully, a pig-eyed, freckle-faced blob who was about two and a half times the size of your average sixth grader. He was also a liar and a thief. My mom said Joe would steal the Lord’s supper and come back for breakfast. He once took my skateboard from the dooryard without a second thought, like he was entitled to it. He decided on day one of middle school that he didn’t like Poye, and the rest was history. “He still bothering you?”
			

			
				“It’s not so bad,” said Poye in his even, unexcitable way.
			

			
				“You want me to take care of him?”
			

			
				Poye looked at me and smiled. I was scrawny, but there weren’t too many things I was afraid of. I could think of ways to get at Joe without him knowing who had done it. 
			

			
				“No, it’s okay,” said Poye as he stretched out next to me again. “I just have to think things through.” We were good and dry now, the heat settling back over our bodies like a heavy blanket. And then, “Nest?”
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				“You’re right. That planet’s getting bigger.”
			

			
				“Maybe it’s a plane,” I said. We both rose to a crouch. 
			

			
				So there we were, naked on a rock, staring up at a growing light like two wolves about to bay at the moon. Of the billions of boys in the world, we two were the ones who were about to make a special kind of history. 
			

			
				“Nest,” began Poye without taking his eyes from that light, “you ever wonder…”
			

			
				“You gonna ask me one of your you-ever-wonder questions now?”
			

			
				“Well, you ever wonder if there’s life in space?”
			

			
				“Sure I do. Everybody does.”
			

			
				Poye closed his eyes to think, and then he said, “Some people say that we’re all alone and it would be a miracle if there was life on another planet. But I look at it the opposite. When you consider how big the universe is, I think it would be a miracle if there wasn’t life out there.”
			

			
				I sighed. “Did I ever tell you I wish I had your brains, Poye?”
			

			
				“A million times,” he said, still with his eyes closed. “But you’re just as smart as I am. You gotta read books, though.” He opened his eyes. “Nest!” he hollered. “Jump! Go!”
			

			
				Like a shot, we were in the water. When we bobbed up, there was this umbrella of light capping us. I tried to look up at it, but it blinded something awful. “Go under, Poye!” 
			

			
				“I-I can’t, Nest,” he said. “I’m frozen stiff. I can’t move a muscle.”
			

			
				I couldn’t, either. My toes were just touching bottom, and there they stayed. I clamped my lids shut with all my might. “Close your eyes, Poye! Just c-close your eyes!” 
			

			
				Even through closed lids, I could see the light. It was all around us. But it wasn’t hot or anything. “Poye! Don’t look! Keep your eyes closed!” And I did what Father Alger at Sacred Heart Church said to do in times of crisis. I prayed. “Hail Mary, full of grace… Poye, pray with me!”
			

			
				“I-I forgot the prayer, Nest.”
			

			
				“Then I’ll pray for both of us. …the Lord is with Thee…” 
			

			
				“Nest! Hold my hand!”
			

			
				“…blessed art thou among sinners…I mean, women. I can’t, Poye. I can’t move a pinky.” I wanted to stay strong for Poye. “It can’t last forever,” I said. “Just start counting.”
			

			
				“One…”
			

			
				“Keep going!”
			

			
				“Two…”
			

			
				Wait for instructions
			

			
				“What?”
			

			
				“Three!”
			

			
				And then the world was dark again. Like somebody flicked a switch. Except for the full moon, which still smiled down. Poye and me looked at each other. We could move again. “Wh-what was that?” he begged. “I’m wicked scared.” And then, “Nest, I peed in the pond.”
			

			
				“What did you say to me about instructions?”
			

			
				Poye pulled back. “What are you talking about, Nest? What instructions?”
			

			
				“Nothing,” I said. And then, “It had to be the Holy Ghost. You remember what they told us in church, when the apostles had those flames dance on their heads at Pentecost, and they got all kinds of powers?”
			

			
				Poye’s face went wide. “Yeah, I remember, Nest, but I don’t feel like I have powers.”
			

			
				“Maybe we just have to think about things for a while before we  understand. Before my dad died, he told me that everything becomes clear in time.”
			

			
				Poye nodded. “Your dad was smart. So you must be smart too.”
			

			
				“You’re the smart one, Poye,” I offered. “You’re just too dumb to know it.” We crawled back out of the pond and stood on the diving rock. My knees were knocking. A cloud passed in front of the moon and the sky became studded with stars. I could hear Poye’s teeth chattering, so I decided to calm him by talking normally. “Look at that red star there, Poye,” I said, pointing. “I think it’s Mars. I’d go to Mars if I had the chance. Wouldn’t you?” Of course, at that moment I was thinking of my bed. I didn’t give a damn about Mars. 
			

			
				“Yeah,” said Poye, still catching his breath. “We’d go together.”
			

			
				I let this thought hang in the air for a bit. We finally calmed down. “Let’s get dressed. It’s time to go home. I’m not gonna swim in a pond you pissed in.”
			

			
				We wandered back the way we had come, neither of us saying a word. I gave Poye a boost back up the drainpipe, and then I lit off for home. The trailer was dark, so I knew mom was stone asleep. I lay awake that night, but I left the curtains open, so I could see that light if it came back. So that if it wanted me, it could find me. 
			

			
				I didn’t understand then what had happened. But, as my dad told me, everything became clear in time. Especially as the day of the Treatment approached. In the meantime, I waited for instructions.
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				Two
			

			
				Poye
			

			
				 
			

			
				It’s hard to understand Poye as a man, and the role he would play in the Treatment, unless you know a little bit about how he came to be Poye in the first place, so let me fill you in.
			

			
				Actually, Poye’s given name was “Foye,” but his mother pronounced F’s as P’s, and so “Poye” stuck. You can imagine the handicap of having such a moniker. Kindergarten and first grade went smoothly enough, as kids at those ages have larger fish to fry, like learning to tie their shoes and pee in the bowl and not on the floor. But by third grade, they’ve gained enough confidence in basic life skills that they find themselves with time on their little hands to look around for opportunities to make mischief. Once they became aware of the name “Poye Trubb” they decided that Poye was somehow different and began to bother him. At first, the taunts were little more than a nuisance, like when in third grade his classmates filled his gym shoes with potato chips. But by sixth grade, they were filling his shoes with dog shit. The teachers were aware of these shenanigans, and they were sympathetic, but not to the point where they took any kind of action for the sake of one unfortunate soul.
			

			
				And so Poye bore up. He was, after all, the first of four siblings, and first children tend to suck things up and quietly persist. Unfortunately, things did not improve in high school. In addition to having the uninviting name Poye Trubb, he was pudgy, with hunched shoulders. None of this escaped the porcine alpha bully Joe Christiani, who smacked Poye around as a matter of course — all the while commanding him, “Fight back! Fight back!” — and for no good reason (as if a good reason could exist). 
			

			
				But Poye bore up. Because he was a first child and had something that would come to be near and dear to my heart: Perspective. Poye saw himself as a solitary individual walking a narrow road that, in several years’ time, would come to an end, freeing him at last. Joe Christiani was the one who had no Perspective, and what happens when one has no Perspective? Well, that’s simple too. Little things become big things. Nothings become somethings. Things lose track of their proper places. The result is that things don’t go well in the end.
			

			
				And so Joe was guilty of mistaking the little thing that Poye was for a big thing that needed to be taken care of. I remember one incident in particular.
			

			
				One day, in the middle school locker room, when Poye and I were changing up, a crowd gathered around a little stray mutt that had wandered in. It was a mangy, unloved thing with patches of hair missing. Joe picked it up, drew it back over his head like a football, and yelled, “Go out for a pass!” A bunch of boys ran back, waving wildly. “Here!” they sang. “Here! To me!” Just as Joe was about to launch the frightened, yelping creature, Poye swooped in and fetched the animal from his hand, so that when Joe lunged forward, he threw nothing but air. Everyone laughed. Joe was humiliated. Hate boiled in his eyes. 
			

			
				Joe cornered Poye and me. Poye was cradling the terrified puppy. Like all bullies, Joe had his cheering section — four toadies: two with skinny wrists, one with a mask of freckles, and the fourth a kid nicknamed “Bucky” for his horribly snaggled teeth. (When he talked it sounded like “Fa-fa-fa.”) Poye looked bewildered as Joe and his boys circled in. “Are you afraid?” Joe taunted.
			

			
				Poye, still cradling the whimpering puppy, paused to give this some thought, as if it were a question worth pondering. He didn’t look scared, even though he could see that Joe and the others were closing on him and there wasn’t a thing he could do to stop them. But something motivated him to ask a question. He swallowed hard, pulled himself together, glanced at me, and then raised his pitiful eyes to Joe. “Are you going to hurt me?” 
			

			
				This query stopped Joe and his claque dead in their tracks. The sycophants looked to their leader for direction. Joe hated himself for hesitating, and he hated Poye for making him hesitate. In a move to save face, he ordered his toadies to grab hold of the two of us. The two skinny-wristed ones pulled my arms behind my back while Bucky and Freckles grabbed the puppy from Poye, gave it to Joe, and pulled Poye’s arms back in the same way. “Let go!” I growled, kicking at the air. Joe smiled his pig-eyed smile with deep satisfaction. But Poye didn’t even peep. I watched as a strange scene began to unfold. Joe opened Poye’s locker and, with his free hand, removed all his gym stuff. But he didn’t rip it out and throw it on the floor, as you might expect. Instead, he began to hum as he carefully laid everything out in a neat pile on a bench, very businesslike. And then the hum became a whistle as he nodded to Bucky and Freckles. “There you go,” said Joe as he laid his own paw on Poye’s arm as well. “Now lift your foot. That’s it. Step up.”
			

			
				I watched, my eyes wide, as Poye did as he was told. He put a foot forward and stepped into his locker. Then the other three pushed him, wedging him in but good. As Joe handed Poye the dog, the little thing snapped and bit Joe’s finger. “Goddamn!” he roared as the animal clawed its way up Poye’s shirt. “Close the door!” he commanded as he sucked the wound.
			

			
				The last thing I saw as the toadies complied was my friend’s eyes, full of sadness, as they disappeared in the darkness. Joe, still sucking his wound, put his own combination lock on the handle and spun the little wheel. “There,” he said like he had just finished a good day’s work. “Let’s go.”
			

			
				They released me, and I stood there in my rage, but what could I do? Joe and his toadies left the building. I went up to the locker and squinted through the little vent. “Poye? You okay?”
			

			
				“It’s dark in here, Nest. I can’t move. And the dog is scratching me something awful.”
			

			
				“Why’d you cooperate like that? It’s like you wanted to go in there.”
			

			
				“I just wanted to get away from him, and I knew he couldn’t follow me into the locker. But it’s so cramped in here.”
			

			
				“I’ll get the custodian. He’s got bolt cutters.” I lit off and came back running with old Mr. Bednarz, who moaned, “Oi, oi, oi,” as he worked the cutters and finally snapped the lock and opened the door. The dog jumped out and ran off. Poye looked immeasurably sad as he squeezed back out, rubbing his arms. 
			

			
				“I shoulda kicked him in the nuts,” I said by way of commiseration as we left the school and headed for home.
			

			
				“It would have only made things worse,” said Poye as he continued to rub his arms and drag himself along.
			

			
				“Dog bite you?”
			

			
				“No,” said Poye. “Just scratches.”
			

			
				“Well, it bit Joe. He deserved it.”
			

			
				Poye heaved a deep breath. “I am so unhappy in school,” he sighed, his voice sinking. “But I don’t have the guts to leave.”
			

			
				I clucked my tongue. “You can’t just leave, Poye. Stick it out. I’ll help you. And some of the teachers are okay.”
			

			
				It was true. Somewhere along the line Poye found a sympathetic teacher, Mr. Mindy, who taught biology. Like many people who have suffered personal loss — Mr. Mindy’s wife and little boy had died in a car crash — he was tuned in to the pain of others. He took note of Poye and began to give him little jobs to do in the biology lab, for which Poye was grateful. In fact, he was so grateful that he resolved to earn Mr. Mindy’s praise by doing nothing less than perfect work. But one day, Poye dropped a jar of sulfur, and it shattered on the floor. He cried. Mr. Mindy came over, put his arm around Poye’s shoulder, and said something that Poye would never forget: “Don’t worry. If this is the worst thing that happens, I think you’re going to have a pretty good day.”
			

			
				And that’s when Poye had another encounter with Perspective. He didn’t call it that when he told me this story, but years later when I became an authority on the subject, I made the connection. Poye had not dropped plutonium. He had dropped sulfur. The glass could be cleaned up. The sulfur could be cleaned up. Neither was dangerous. Neither would contaminate the planet. Neither would lead to the extinction of a species. Poye never forgot Mr. Mindy or the wisdom he had imparted. Further, from this, he was able to discover a truth that demonstrated how well he had learned the lesson of Perspective: After I am out of high school I will never again be forced into a closed space with people I don´t choose to be with.
			

			
				Poye would never say a word to his parents about the incident in the locker room. His father would have simply told him to “bear up” — something that Poye was already good at. As for Joe, he would have to endure a series of painful rabies shots in his ample belly. The moral here is that Joe had made a big thing out of the little thing that Poye was and it didn’t go well.
			

			
				As the end of our high school years approached, Poye told me he had no plans to attend graduation. “I don’t see the point, Nest,” he said as we headed home one day. “I’d feel like a hypocrite, pretending like these four years were the most wonderful years of my life.”
			

			
				I understood what Poye was saying. He always did have trouble pretending, and it was hard to picture him up there on the stage with everyone grinning like a bunch of baboons. But I didn’t want to be there without him, so I pressed. “Sometimes we have to do things for other people, Poye,” I reasoned. “Maybe graduation isn’t just for us. Maybe it’s for our parents too.”
			

			
				Poye threw me a doubtful look. “My parents don’t care,” he said. “They fed me and gave me a place to sleep. But they never told me that they loved me. When I was little and fell, the best they could do was say, ‘Get up.’ Your mom was always there for you.”
			

			
				Well, Poye was right about that. My mom exhaled the word “love” with every breath. She constantly hugged and primped me and combed my hair. Every morning, when I went off to school, she acted like she might never see me again. 
			

			
				“Poye, if you don’t go, I won’t go,” I said, even though I knew it would put a knife in mom’s heart.
			

			
				Poye threw me a serious look. “I can’t let you hurt your mom, Nest. You had a pretty good high school experience and have a reason to celebrate. I’ll tell you what — you go for both of us and that will make me happy.”
			

			
				So that’s what I did.
			

			
				It’s a shame Poye didn’t attend graduation because he missed the satisfaction of seeing Joe Christiani get bitten by another dog on his way into the auditorium. If Poye had had a vindictive nature, he would have considered this a just reward for the years of heartache he had suffered at Joe’s hands. Instead, he never gave Joe another thought.
			

			
				For a good long while, at least.
			

			
				 
			

		

			
				Three
			

			
				Perspective
			

			
				 
			

			
				The thing that interrupted my friendship with Poye was geography. When people live in the same place, it’s easy to stay friends because you see each other all the time. But when you move away, you make new friends in new places. That’s what happened after graduation. My mother was shocked when I got into Wytopitlock College, the only place that would take me. “It’s unbelievable,” she told everyone in the trailer park. “My Nestor. In college.” I guess I understood her joy because, for one, nobody in my family had ever gone to college. I wasn’t sure some of them could even spell “college.” For two, my grades were pretty miserable because I had spent most of my time in high school screwing around.
			

			
				Poye got into Yale, but that was expected because, even though he didn’t have much common sense, he was book-smart. Even with Joe Christiani on his heels, he had gotten all A’s in high school, like an act of defiance, or strength, to show that even when he was being chased down by the school bully, he could ace his courses without breaking a sweat. 
			

			
				We went down to Debec Pond on the last summer day before leaving for college. Only this time it was broad daylight and not so hot. Poye wasn’t so chunky anymore. He had stretched out but still had those hunched shoulders, which made him look like a question mark. His short hair and thick glasses gave him an owlish appearance, like he was always considering a deep thought. I was skinny as a whip and had let my own hair grow long, with my mother’s blessing. “Do what you want with it while you have it,” she said, “because your father was bald as a cue ball.”
			

			
				We sat next to each other on that same diving rock where we used to skinny dip, our knees drawn up to our chests. “So what’re you gonna study?” I asked while staring out over the water, feeling lost.
			

			
				“Biology,” said Poye. “I always liked bugs and things. And Mr. Mindy was my favorite teacher. He inspired me.”
			

			
				“You’ll be good at that. You’re smart.”
			

			
				“But you’re the strong one, Nest,” he offered. “You kept us calm when that light came. Remember?”
			

			
				I had never told anyone about that light at the pond. As far as I knew, neither had Poye. Over the years we tried to explain it to each other in all sorts of ways. Ball lightning, or fireworks, or someone playing a prank with a searchlight. “I was wrong, Poye,” I said. “We’re eighteen now, and it’s time to admit that it had nothing to do with the Holy Ghost or Pentecost. It was what you call an unexplained phenomenon.”
			

			
				“I suppose.”
			

			
				“Give it time,” I said. “It’ll become clear.” The truth was that I didn’t care to think about it anymore. I felt like I had outgrown the memory, and I was no longer waiting for instructions.
			

			
				“That’s what your dad said,” Poye reminded me.
			

			
				“Yeah.”
			

			
				“So what are you going to major in?”
			

			
				I shrugged, picked up a stone, and flung it plop into the water. “No idea,” I said. “Someone told me that if you don’t know what to study you should study philosophy.”
			

			
				“Philosophy,” said Poye, softly, like he was tasting the word.
			

			
				“I guess.”
			

			
				And that was that. Poye went off to Yale, and I went to Wytopitlock College in the Maine woods, not ten miles down the road. We did our best to stay in touch — meeting up during Christmas break and every summer during our college years — and Poye did major in biology, and I did major in philosophy, and I did make new friends. Over time Poye, like that light over Debec Pond, threatened to become a memory that I would outgrow. And yet, on dark nights, even in the dead of winter when the air was so cold it felt hot, I looked up and couldn’t shake the feeling that one of those stars knew who I was. Who we were. That’s when I wished Poye was with me because he would understand without my having to say a word.
			

			
				 
			

			
				.     .     .      .     .
			

			
				 
			

			
				If the four years of high school passed quickly, the four years of college went like a rocket. If my mother was shocked when I got into college, she
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