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It’s hot in here and the light blasting from the fluorescent strips above feels like a physical weight. The man opposite me raises the pen to his lips and taps it once against his front teeth before bringing it back to bear against the form he’s filling out for me. He’s left handed and the side of his ink-stained palm rubs against the fresh pen marks as he writes, smearing the words out into 3D. The pen is at his lips again, tapping. I follow a single bead of sweat as it springs into being at his hairline and wobbles down the side of his face.

‘You’re still feeling side effects?’ he asks, eyes leaving the form for the first time.

I look down at my hands like I’m guilty before I can stop myself. I struggle not to vomit.

‘No, none anymore.” 

My insides feel like pistons pumping congealed dog shit. I grip my hands tight together so they don’t shake. I’ve been sick for what feels like forever, hereditary apparently, the only gift an absent father can give.

‘Ok good. We’ve been experiencing issues with some subjects so we’ll be glad to have you back again.” 

Is that smile supposed to be reassuring? I smile back. Our eyes meet and it feels all wrong; I’m looking through him, reading the clock on the wall behind his head, stuck, suspended in an interminable ten-fifteen P.M locked in his stare. He looks back down at the form. 

Fuck me. 

The doctor, my real doctor, said I probably don’t have long left “If I continue down this path”. 

“Doc,” I said. “This ain’t no path, it’s a skydive and I jumped when I was thirteen”. 

That was a while back now.

I put my hands in my jacket pockets and toy with the little plastic cat figure in there, spinning it quickly between my fingertips.

“So this is the last one?’ 

I try to control my voice but it squeezes out in a desperate little hiss. I don’t think he reads my expression, to be honest I don’t think he can. The barcode beneath his left eye twitches as he blinks slowly at me. It’s shiny, catching the overhead light. 

Who had he used to be? Has that left hand of his ended a life, or stolen something valuable enough that his life had been forfeit? That hand seems to me to be one that has squeezed a life to its ending, like toothpaste from a tube, irreversibly.

“Yes, this is the last. All things going well you won't need any more. We look forward to seeing you again very soon to study the results. We’re all excited here.” 

He doesn’t sound excited. Just repeating the script he’s been given. One of many I’m sure, I doubt an asset of his value simply pushes pens in this small office all day. My eyes are drawn again to the mark on his cheek. Is my crime great enough to warrant a ‘code? Doubtful. Even deep in the throes of criminality as I am, sitting here in this chair and lying to this once-man’s face. I wonder how much of him remains. It’s never been made clear how much residual personality is left after a cauterization. Are there enough stalwart synapses left to propel about the skull what little remnants of personality are left behind? Sometimes it seems that way. Perhaps the attenuation of pathways allows only a tiny trickle through, and that’s why occasional quirks express themself suddenly and randomly: a nervous tick here, a turn of phrase there. Each surfacing briefly from a grey, featureless psyche only to slip immediately back beneath the still waters of a dormant consciousness.

I look out the window to my right to avoid his eyes. We’re high up on the thirteenth floor, it’s raining and the city stretches away from me into the night. Far below a huge twisting intersection glitters white and red with the lights of vehicles and buildings like so many splintered teeth jut upwards into the distance. Huge neon signs dotted atop towers beam their messages out into the fog, luminescent colours smeared into the air like the ink on the form on the table. I feel trapped, like I'm in the vast mouth of a creature whose upper jaw hovers far above in the sky; I look up, waiting for a mirrored city to crash down through the smog above and crush us all. He hands me the dose. I can’t take it here, something about liability. I tuck it into my coat pocket alongside the cat and leave.

I get in the elevator, some indistinguishable gunk is smeared across the buttons, I pull a piece of tissue from my pocket and press ground. Incongruously there’s a doorman who watches me as I exit the elevator, he pushes open the door and holds it for me as I pass through. I step out the doors and descend the steps to the street. 

Billboards prod me to buy stuff. Beautiful women clutching things I can’t afford leer down at me in challenge. I feel vaguely emasculated. “Fuck off.” I say, I whisper it under my breath. 

The flashing billboards looming above reflect off the wet street, trapping me in a tunnel of light that funnels me onward like a human morsel down a neon digestive tract, my feet propelling me in spasmic peristalsis toward the bowels where I belong. As I walk further bright lights and feminine smiles give way to fugitive shadows that retreat ahead of me and gather in my wake. The ground is filthy here. There are no reflections underfoot, only a layer of greasy dirt. The faint bubble of distant music and conversation is replaced by harsher sounds: metal on metal, raised voices, screams. My fingers trace the contours of the cat in my pocket. A cat has nine lives, invincible basically, but what if it got stuck on one of them, paralysed, or trapped? And even if not, is its consciousness reset at each beginning or do they continue one into the next? A lifetime worth of suffering rolled over nine times. I shudder. It smells of death here, not the decay of living tissue but the stench of broken people. Nine deaths worth of stink at least.

I round a corner and the glowing lights of 'Jesse's Rest’ spill down into the street. Saliva fizzes into my mouth and I’m suddenly aware that I desperately need a drink. I head inside. 

Past the threshold it somehow seems darker in here than out on the street, the lights above sputtering an insipid, swampy light that falls onto the dingy interior and dingier patrons. A couple ‘coded girls walk about the room. I take a seat and one approaches me.

“Can I get you a drink?” She leans forward catching my eye, winking. Programmed.

"Sure, I'll take a whiskey." 

As she walks away I see a small bulge in her back pocket, her focus maybe. I look around the room. It's not an inspiring sight. It must be doing well for itself to have the 'coded girls here but it obviously wasn't being re-invested in the decor. One girl is up on stage gyrating in a way I'd probably find arousing if I didn't constantly feel like I was about to shit myself. Another is sitting in the corner on the far side of the bar. She's holding her focus, a little stuffed monkey, cupped close to her face as one hand mechanically strokes it from the top of its head down to the tip of its tail. She repeats the motion over and over as she stares into the black beads of its eyes.

I drink a couple more whiskeys. 

A commotion breaks out on the far side of the room. One of the girls is screeching. I twist in my seat and crane over the booth wall to see. One of the dancers on stage is freaking out while the other 'coded girl backs away against the wall, her arms by her side, watching impassively. The screaming girl stops abruptly and begins shaking and tossing her head almost as if in a seizure, arms spasming out violently so that the cords of muscle in her forearms stand stark in her pale flesh. She stops suddenly, like a switch has been flipped. From here her eyes look bright and glassy, implacable and dangerous like twin headlights of an approaching train. Her head jerks down to look at one of the men sitting by the side of the stage. She walks forward, without urgency, and smashes his nose with her foot. He topples backwards with a cry and suddenly the barman is there. He grabs her, and whispering in her ear, marches her off the stage and out to the back. Jesse himself emerges from the same door and approaches the patron who's now on his feet holding red tissue to a bleeding nose. They converse quietly and also go into the back. 

After a time the barman reappears and takes his place back behind the bar. My drink's out anyway so I head over. The guy's greasy looking. He suits this place.

"How's business?" I ask. The drunk's conversation starter.

"Not too bad, early yet." He says cagily. He holds a glass in one hand, polishing it with a grey cloth that may once have been white. 

"What was that about?" I ask.

"We've lost her focus. Didn't realise she didn't have it on her 'til she booted that fella in the face!" He hacks out a laugh but seems to suddenly realise he probably shouldn't be telling me this. 

I laugh along, "Risk you take here I s'pose. Hazard of the job, or hobby in his case." I nod towards the back door.

He finds this gratifyingly hilarious, or he just knows how to keep me drinking. I order another whiskey and take a stool by the bar but the conversation dries up immediately. I'm left staring into my glass and gripping my gut, digging into the soft flesh with gnarled fingers as if I can massage the rot away. I don't stay much longer. I pay my bill and leave the way I came. The bruised sky drops rain on me, the cold droplets cool on my flushed cheeks. I head home.
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My house is ugly. The front door a mere suggestion, desperate that you believe it has the right to bar passage across its threshold. I unlock it with a shaky hand and step inside.

A tiny shadow spills out from the doorway of my room.

“Hello Lorelei, did you miss me?” I hold the little toy cat aloft so it catches the dismal light from the window.

“Tigs!” Lorelei rushes forward, snatching the cat, ignoring me as usual.

“I forgot to leave him to look after you, I hope you were okay without him.” I say.

She looks okay, better than a week ago before the last treatment but worse than a couple days ago. I curse the time wasted, spent curled tight and spewing over the edge of the bed, unable to move.

We go outside into the yard. The rain on my skin distracts me from the clinging fetidness of the air. We sit on the bench with the spiralling wrought iron flowers and tigers that I dragged here a few months ago. I had hoped Lorelai would like it. She hadn’t seemed to care one way or another, but occasionally I catch her out here, one hand dangling lazily over the arm-rest, her fingers tracing the patterns. She looks at me for the first time in a while.

“Can I fetch you a drink?” 

“No sweetie, I’m not thirsty right now, thank you.”

Sitting like this on the bench her bare legs dangle off the edge like skinny branches. She swings them absently and they’re so thin it almost seems they’re caught in the breeze. I reach into my pocket and pull out the dose. I press the nozzle to her thigh, next to the eight other marks. With an insectile hiss it’s away, rushing through her veins faster than the poison in mine. I look down into her eyes and she up into mine. My knees shake. Her cheeks and the barcode beneath her eye catch the rain.
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Butterfly

I once had a dream that I was a butterfly. Just once, never again. Although, I keep trying to repeat the dream without any success. I wasn’t an ordinary butterfly like a common monarch or elegant swallowtail. In fact, I was a one-of-a-kind anti-chameleon butterfly, one moment blazing yellow, in another shimmering crimson, and sometimes deep violet. Anti-chameleon because I didn’t change color to blend into my environment; rather, I burst into a dazzling, almost iridescent, display illuminating my presence and intending to attract attention. In spite of all that showmanship, I was not hunted by birds or cats or hunters with nets. My visibility seemed to make me more invisible, as someone to be avoided instead of engaged. 

I would flit about without a care in the world. One moment I might be examining a flower to feast on sweet pollen and the next peering through a bedroom window looking for prurient delights. I used my lepidopteran order for natural, invasive and tasteless interests. I may have been a butterfly with normal butterfly behaviors, but I was also a human with normal primal inclinations. 

The most adventurous part of my dream’s journey was soaring into outer space. I was able to peer down and see earth in all its splendid and perilous condition. I simultaneously saw natural beauty, diversity and the horrific threats brought by human-made environmental abuses. It’s fascinating how perspective becomes more meaningful and ambiguous from afar. 

Dreams happen within milliseconds. They’re like flashes of reality often without a satisfactory conclusion. Unless a nightmare over which we have no control, we want them to continue. I liked being an extravagant butterfly, free to gad about without consequence or responsibility. 

Coastal Redwoods

Big Basin State Park is situated near enough to populated towns to make it readily accessible, yet isolated enough to make it a place to easily get lost. He enjoyed going off trail and wondering among ancient redwoods and tromping on the duff even though it was prohibited by park authorities. He felt entitled to finding his own way without directions or directives. One of the pleasures of Big Basin State Park is a trail the extends all the way to the Pacific Ocean. It’s a fairly easy day hike and the trail is heavily traveled with passersby stopping to chat about what they’ve seen along the scenic route. He refuses to use the trail and has spent many hours trying to find an alternative trail to the sea. 

It was a warm day in late July when he set out late in the afternoon seeking a new path. He believed that daylight saving time would provide enough time. He hadn’t been off trail for very long when he spotted a banana slug. This one was an unusually bright yellow void of typical black spots. He thought it to be a purer form of the humongous slug. He used his iPhone to take several dozen pictures while admiring its shape and luminescent color. Suddenly he was overcome by an almost hypnotic state, losing track of time and direction. He came to his senses leaning up against a redwood stump just as dusk was settling in with an accompanying fog. His unease and disorientation increased as he became fully awake. He felt the incoming damp chill and, when he looked up, the sky was a haze and forest sounds had quieted. 

He stood and tried to determine which direction to take back to the main trail. There were no footprints or other markers to help with navigation. He was smart enough to stay in place and not wander from what familiarity he had with his current situation. An inner calm replaced his initial fear and he remained against the tree stump for a few minutes before checking his iPhone and finding that he had a faint cell signal. He called his wife and explained his predicament. She asked for a landmark where he had left the main trail and urged him to stay in place while she contacted the park authorities. She was sure they would locate him soon and he agreed to wait and listen for help. 

It seemed like hours had passed before he heard voices calling his name and flashlight beams dancing off tree trunks. He called back and within minutes three park rangers approached and led him back to the parking lot. Along the way, they chastised him for going off on his own and threatened him with future fines if he ever again walked into prohibited spaces. 

Before driving home, he called his wife to assure her all was well. He sat in his car listening to Keith Jarrett play “Over the Rainbow” and thought about the languorous nature and freedom of that banana slug. The pictures on his iPhone captured all but its spirit.

Amazon Tunnel

They didn’t realize how heavy dark could be until they were just a few feet inside the tunnel...four strangers, each in their own kayak, daisy-chained together by a thin wire, and led by a guide pulling them along with infrequent requests for them to paddle a few times to maintain constant flow along smooth waters with just a hint of resistant current. Their eyes began to adjust to never-experienced darkness and each tourist could see a kind of gray aura surrounding the person in front them. Their guide had made this trip several thousand times and knew each foot of the one-mile tunnel created by roots and vines twisted together forming a natural tunnel almost totally impenetrable by the humid light of the Amazonian rain forest. The natives referred to it as a Wonder of the World and accidentally discovered it when chasing a river dolphin. It didn’t take long for Europeans to monetize this natural phenomenon into a popular tourist attraction. 

He signed up for the tour on a whim. He was doing post-doctoral research on traditional medicines when he heard about









































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MARCH | 2025 |

| B MAGA!INE OF w:mn “C'ﬂo

NO. 38 |

DANIELSLOEBL
(THE DARKGIET

Il FEELFINE
SARAHYARGHER

5= BEVOND THE BURCK CURTAIN™
-~ = AWAKENlNGWAmEmmm






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





