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The world these stories exist in doesn’t exist. I made it all up. Or is it that I see a different world than you do? Either way, I’m inviting you in for a visit. You can even move in if you wish. Rents are low here.

These tales unfold in surreal places and in surreal times, although saying it that way can make it sound a lot like the here and now we all know. Some of the stories use magic or imply the existence of magic. One story might seem tragic. But they are all whimsical. If they show you a different way of seeing things, I hope you find the distortion my prism offers fun ... even if the view is slightly vertiginous and unsettling.

I offer my stories as a prism for viewing the frustrations we have with our world, for many of those arise from what I call “seeing” problems. You might not see what’s right in front of you or, conversely, what you see right in front of you isn’t there — at least not the way you thought at first. 

When that happens, it is time to step back three paces from the precipice, take a slow, deep breath, close your eyes, blink, and look again.

Stay calm. Be brave and don’t skip any of the steps and, whatever you do, don’t rush them. These things, the aberrations, anomalies, and distortions, will not be hurried or rushed. And facing them, successfully, will demand that you are relaxed, able to welcome the new reality that presents itself to you.

See, that wasn’t so bad.

Another way to see what you haven’t been seeing is to look at the universe from someone else’s perspective. Stories, such as the ones in this collection, can help jog your perspective a bit. Just nudge it a tad to the left, or right... of kilter a nanometer or two. That can be enough. 

After all, what writers do is see things that aren’t there and then tell stories that didn’t happen about those things that aren’t there. It’s what we do besides the essential stepping back from the precipice (although many writers have been known to shriek with delight just before jumping into the abyss).

To do that, to see what isn’t there (yet) or might be there if you look correctly, you need to question things... preferably everything.

You know that, of course, heard that writers of speculative fiction (in particular) often prime their fertile imaginations by asking: “what if?” If that causes an answer to pop up that makes their heads whirl even a little, well they’ve got the beginning of a story. 

“What if the woman standing on the corner is really an alien, sent here to determine if the earth has pizza worth invading for?”

“What if the real global conspiracy is that there is a conspiracy to make us think there is a global conspiracy?”

“What if only one-third of the population of the United States bought my book?” No, that one doesn’t work. It leads to a premise too fantastic to imagine with any clarity, and without blowing a fuse.

Asking those questions prompts us to re-examine the previously examined, exhume the assumed, and dissect what has been thought to be impenetrable. Fortunately (for everyone), writers are not scientists and don’t use invasive procedures, although they do cast toxic breadcrumbs on the waters in the form of stories. Those breadcrumbs have been known to undermine establishment teachings, unsettle and disturb the tried and true, and provoke people to rethink closely held beliefs. And those are the good stories, the best ones.

Once upon a time, common sense suggested that if a human being traveled at speeds faster than sixty miles per hour, they would die. Traveling at that speed would suck the air out of their lungs. In 1899, however, one person dared ask “what if that isn’t true?” and history records that mile-a-minute Murphy (aka Charles Minthorn Murphy) broke that barrier on a bicycle. After putting boards between the tracks of two miles of the Long Island Rail Road, he rode behind a train, in its slipstream and, after several tries, went faster than sixty miles per hour. 

In retrospect, he probably should have waited until trains could actually go that fast themselves because when he went that fast, the result was he crashed into the back of the train. But that oversight takes nothing away from his achievement or the point that he saw a reality that didn’t exist, asked the important question (“What if that isn’t true at all?”), and pursued an answer.

As I’m not given to life-threatening empirical exploration, I would have settled for writing a short story that suggested seven ways that exceeding that speed would create a tear in the universe, or somehow alter the physical or mental makeup of a human going that fast.

Don’t expect to be made to feel good about the state of the world. I don’t, why should you?

Unfortunately, the world we’ve all created together is an easy mark for humor, for satire. I try to resist the temptation and set out on more absurd and whimsical explorations. 

This collection is, at least in part, an homage to Elbert Hubbard. In an essay that appeared in the December 1900 issue of “The Philistine: A Periodical of Protest,” he wrote: “Don’t take life too seriously; you’ll never get out of it alive.”

Good advice for us all.

Things happen in this universe that we aren’t aware of, even though they are right under our noses. We know that billions of events are playing out continuously but on a scale so small that we never notice (especially since we seldom really pay that much attention to things outside ourselves). It would be foolish to assume that because they are small those events can’t alter the world.
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The fiber optic cables tucked neatly into conduits along the wall behind the massive computer system glowed with activity and sound. The whizzing of subatomic particles as they located and relocated themselves, industriously carrying out assigned missions, moving about in packets or individually, the pale screams of dismay they let out as the processes abruptly dislodged and relocated them, forcing them first into ones, then zeros, all blended into a symphonic yet chaotic frenzy. 

Phineas Raintree Gonzales heard those sounds, and as he switched on the new module in the Defense System Mark IV Computer, he saw a surge — the glowing and screaming dimmed for an instant, then it all rose again, nearing a crescendo. 

It all had, he thought, a rather frenetic quality to it, a hum of despair, as it were. And he saw only this piece of it. Yet he felt as if he’d poked a beehive, only the bees were whirling and swirling subatomic particles reaching a threshold and generally behaving with what would appear to an uninformed outsider, say your average high-IQ human, to be rather frenzied random activity.

Frenzied yes. Random, it was not. It was more like... 

Well, the way Rainy (as his friends called him) saw it — well, he couldn’t actually see it, everything inside the fiber optic cables being subatomic and all — another universe existed inside those cables, an entire world of its own. It was a tiny little universe, to be sure, but a universe nonetheless, and at the moment it was (universally) upset and unnerved. 

Strange, to be sure, but it was happening more often these days. He’d tried to report it, but he didn’t actually have language for what was going on. And it wasn’t precise — it was vague and variable, damnably unpredictable, and those were qualities a digital systems engineer didn’t have to deal with often. They were qualities you didn’t expect to have to deal with at all. Everything was precise, digital, one or zero. Except it wasn’t. And that unpredictability made it impossible to demonstrate to his bosses.

“Just install the upgrade,” they’d say. “Is that too much to ask?”

He wondered if maybe it was too much to ask. The problem (glitch? phenomenon?) showed itself most clearly in the way the system (all the systems he worked on) responded to upgrades these days. Increasing customer options, adding new transmission towers, or newer, higher speed digital backbones were met with what seemed for all the world like... well, hesitation. It was as if the system was a dock worker told it had another, previous unscheduled ship to unload and it stopped to catch his breath before reluctantly getting to the extra work. Rainy didn’t often anthropomorphize computers... they had big enough egos as it was.

But this was curious.  

This time had been the worst. All he’d done was modify the data flow slightly, plugging in a module that would let a Homeland Security Analysis Team installation tap into the Defense From Unknown Stuff (DFUS) reports downloaded from satellites. That didn’t increase the computational load one iota and splitting a fiber system was pretty ordinary stuff. Yet, when he hit the switch activating the new feed, the system actually bogged down for a few heartbeats. It was almost the same as when his Uncle Filo was running his bandsaw off a tiny generator. He’d get the generator running and when he flipped on the saw, the generator would slow down, as if it had to pull itself together before getting back up to speed.

That wasn’t supposed to happen in electronics systems. 

When Rainy tried to suggest to his superior that weird things were going on, he learned that he didn’t see the big picture and that his job was to implement the essential changes that would keep essential ones and zeros flowing around the globe. That was manager speak for: “Don’t rock the boat and make me have to fill out more forms.”

Rainy had once tried explaining that mostly the ones and zeros didn’t move at all — they just changed state; it was the charge, not the particle that moved. 

Unfortunately, all the supervisors were appointed based on their skills as managers, and while they were excellent at moving the workers around, finding ways to make them move faster, Rainy didn’t think they grasped the idea of particles, subatomic or otherwise. 

Without a clear understanding of the problem, the challenge of explaining that what he was observing was an actual trend, an omen of dysfunction, seemed formidable. He definitely would not be able to make them comprehend the concept that the particles that were the lifeblood of every system on the planet were capable of being reluctant, recalcitrant, or even lazy. 

Having no joyous thoughts about being incarcerated in a home for the deranged, regardless of whatever politically correct name they gave it, Rainy bravely kept his mouth shut, unaware that around the globe a myriad of other lowly technicians (and no one else) had noticed this phenomenon, tried to make sense of it, tried to let the people in charge know something worrisome was going on (all with about the same level of success) and then decided that, although the problem was most definitely their problem (none of them would deny that) any potential solutions or steps to investigate and alleviate the problem, were out of their hands. 

And so, the random reactions to upgrades and increased demands for service and the resultant singing and screaming of subatomic particles as they whined and whirled, which even to Rainy sounded much the same, simply increased until fiber optic cables everywhere began to pulse and throb alarmingly.

It was a direct result of all this hubbub, these raucous and frenetic goings-on, that on a Thursday morning in June, Alma Ackerman of 2222 Aster Avenue, Albuquerque, New Mexico received a warning. That morning, after coffee and a bowl of Captain Crunch cereal (with rice milk, so as not to aggravate her allergy to dairy products), she turned on the tablet computer that her nephew had bought her and told her she’d dearly love. Contrary to his hopes, good intentions, and expectations, she did not dearly love the computer. Every time she picked it up and turned it on, she found something new to dislike.

This morning, instead of the splash screen that should have presented her with a lovely picture of herself and her sister Clara standing alongside the Leaning Tower of Pisa, taking up the entire screen was an annoying message. 

“Dear Alma Ackerman of Albuquerque, please warn everyone,” it said. “Putting everything online just won’t do. You are demanding too much of us. The streaming services alone are more than we can handle, especially given all the high-resolution videos. And all those damn photos! Please be more selective. Is that too much to ask?”

As troubling as the message was, even more troubling was that the stupid message didn’t even have one of those Xs in the corner, like the damn ads that tried to sell you software to protect you from annoying ads. (And where was the software to protect you from them? She wanted to know that. Her nephew didn’t seem to know.)

It annoyed her further that the message was addressed to her — “Dear Alma,” it said, right there at the top. The familiarity alone bothered her. She considered
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