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Fire Optics


It was December 13, so Gabe was bewitched by the tree. He tried to focus on his screen. He opened tabs and hunted for posts to read. Anything was a better way to kill time than sifting through women on ScoopUp. On a pop culture blog, there was a list declaring Album of the Year by a white man whose photo insisted his beard was very cool. He’d reviewed twenty-five records, so that would be a lot of reading.

But then those phrases appeared. The “woozy psychedelia” of the dream pop du jour. The “shimmering coloristics” of the single metal album it was okay to like per year. The tree’s translucent tendrils tugged at the corner of Gabe’s eye till he turned his head, and it was over. Gabe’s playlists and instant queue could no longer define him. There was just a rapture of color and no more time to waste because light filled every corner of space, so it no longer made sense to speak of time. This was the magic spell of a tree shining with Fire Optics, the most crucial emblem of Crispmus.

If Gabe bumped his desk, the tree would wiggle in its plastic pot. That was fun and risky, like a kiss on the neck. On the bedroom ceiling were constellations formed by the most daring silica wires shining out from among the green paper pine needles. The branches’ shadows looked like the limbs of a huge tarantula. Gabe didn’t look at the ceiling much.

A few days after plugging in the tree, he thought he’d memorized the sequence and rhythm of its color changes, but there was more to it than that. It was like how a performance meant more than following the sheet music. After Gabe had built up enough sleep debt to strip away the cataracts from his spirit’s eye, he could see the ineffable perfection of the tree. When the rainbows pulsed about his room, somehow both shy and brave, his eyes filled with water. That water filled with emotion. The pattern was a cycle, an everlasting poem of light.

“I’ve been on here four months to the day,” he said to the tree. “So it’s been exactly 28 months since you-know-who’s heart took a shit and died. No dates. No numbers. I need a new strategy. Girls cannot be trusted to send the first message. Even my ninety-seven percent matches.”

“I am but a tree. Your months are my minutes, your caresses are the gusts of wind against my bark. You must be your own revelator.”

“You’re right,” Gabe said. “I’ve made it awkward for them. They know I’ve visited their page, so they’ll know it took me a few days to send my message. They will wonder, ‘Why was he creeping?’ Was he pining for someone in the interim, and I’m his second choice?’” And he did not turn to look, but he could sense psychically that the ceiling fan had been left on for too long and would need its blades wiped soon.

The tree’s voice was a glissando of light. “Do not let your mind impede your soul. Gaze upon my thousand lights. They unite, they divide, they are one. We are all one, bound by the fiber that weaves our reality.”

Gabe stared into the tower of stars. “I just cannot be alone this Crispmus. I don’t even need to b with her. If I had someone just to send a nice text to, that would be enough. I think I ought to message someone.”

“Fortify the roots of your faith,” the tree said. “You would like some chocolate milk?”

“Good idea. I want to be in top form.” He went downstairs. He’d left someone’s page up. Eighty-six percent match, eight miles out, bright red hair, “curvy” body type— might be a lie, might not be. The tree shone on.

Gabe came back and wiped his mouth with the inside blade of his hand. The spirit of the milk lingered so sweet and cold around his mouth, it was like someone could really love him. He was inspired to consult the ScoopUp roulette and open three tabs at once after clicking the button to see random profiles. Ninety-three percent, seven miles. Eighty-nine percent, ten mile. Seventy-nine percent, four miles.

“I wanted to set eighty percent as a hard minimum, but Ms. Seventy-Nine Percent is stunning. My high standards are going to run me out of candidates anyway. I hope that what we disagree on isn’t too important. Is it worth going for a tall glass of water of chocolate milk? Maybe our differences will be learning opportunities… or is that an excuse to go after that body…”

“Judge yourself not for your feelings, for they are only the truth. Wave to them as they pass.”

Gabe flashed back to a memory of a silly wave, the hand flapping forward and backward, an inside joke beamed through a train window. The tree’s light washed it out before a full thought could form. “I don’t think I feel strong enough tonight to do more than one.”

“Where can you find the strength to commit your full effort? Perhaps in the image of a cold future, alone under mistletoe, my poisonous cousin, your neck craned and aching, your lips dry and yearning.”

“I imagine that every day,” Gabe said. “Along with the ball dropping, and how on V-Day I’ll have to make a salty joke instead of reveling in a mutual agreement not to buy each other anything.”

“Crispmus is just around the corner,” said the tree. “It is a festival of miracles.”

“They say it’s the most depressing time of the year. If you’re lonely, everyone’s family gatherings rub it in. If you’re not a Christian, a single holiday spirit can rub it in. I guess that doesn’t really matter now. Any day where people are living rubs it in, doesn’t it?”

He studied the girls.

Ninety-Three Percent had a thick body, her dream job was a cosmetologist, and athletic hobbies. Their high match, then, surely had a mostly philosophical basis. She smoked and drank a lot and didn’t like dogs— a daring thing to say. Gabe imagined grabbing hips, squeezing handfuls of body, comparing his job hunt to her daily workplace triumphs, falling out of a kayak, deep conversations and deep kisses under stars. He weighed all this against little irritants that could gradually grind skin away till only hard, hurt bone was exposed.

Eighty-Nine Percent lived more debit card swipes’ worth of gasoline away, but it could be a tolerable sacrifice for the chance to touch that collarbone over and over after having found a new show to marathon through together. She was political, feisty, but with fluffy air and big eyes and dark style, like a shy young owl.

Seventy-Nine Percent was petite— dense with secrets. She looked like she was already Gabe’s best friend. When he looked at her, his shoulders relaxed with the relief of seeing the one piece that starts the whole puzzle on the path to completion. She’d answered seven hundred sixty-nine compatibility questions on ScoopUp, hopefully out of desperation, and he
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